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CHAPTER 1 


obody knew from whence this big man 
IN@e and though all were curious, nobody 
dared ask, as he rode a great black stallion down the 
dirt, yet main street of Santa Fe, New Mexico. In a 
town as old as Santa Fe already was by the year 1872, 
most would have thought this sophisticated populace 
had already witnessed the comings and goings of every 
known form of humanity, but Jedadiah Bodine was as 
unique as Santa Fe was old. 
Jed tied his horse to the frail looking hitching post 
in front of the Santa Fe Inn, loosened the cinch on an 


animal he knew as an abomination, but called Bet, 
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for Bete Noire (The Black Beast.) He was thinking 
more about food than drink, as he began to walk away 
from this horse, and the big man was caught napping, 
as the animal, out of pure malice, reached over and 
took a painful nip out of Jed’s hind quarter. So used to 
this unpredictable and abusive creature was Jedadiah 
Bodine, that he refused to allow his body to flinch, but 
only produced a slight facial grimace, ignored the pain, 
and entered the Inn. 

It was a Saturday night, or early evening, but the 
local cowboys were already in attendance, and in the 
process of releasing a full week of pent-up anticipation. 
The lovely ladies of the evening were in full flower, and 
circulated among these gentlemen in great abundance. 

Jed smiled inwardly, and approached the large 
circular bar. He was greeted by the smile of a man with 
no neck, as well as a shaved pate. The smile didn’t 
reach the man’s eyes, and Jed knew instinctively, that 
this fellow was more than just a bartender, and evil was 


written all over his countenance. 
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Jed was more than just a fair judge of character. He 
had spent many of his thirty years on this earth, on the 
wrong side of the law. And in that time, had met and 
known all sorts of hooligans, as well as rubbed elbows 
with some truly dangerous people. The gentleman he 
now faced across the bar was definitely of the latter 
category. Jed gave this man the same kind of smile in 
return. 

“I'd like a bottle of your best whiskey and a rare 
steak.” 

The smile never left the barman’s face as he 
produced a bottle and a dirty glass, then he walked 
away and through a door behind the bar. Jed took the 
bottle to an empty table, cleaned the glass with his 
shirttail, poured the amber liquid into the class and 
drank. The liquor was foul, but Jed made no face, as 
he immediately poured another. This one he quaffed as 
well, and before he could replace his glass on the table, 
the bald one slammed a huge plate down in front of 
him, covered with an equally large steak that had never 


seen fire. Jed, without a word, picked up his utensils 
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and began to carve and eat. Eventually, he looked up at 
the now maliciously grinning barman. 

“The whiskey’s good, and the meat’s just right. 
Bring me a pot of coffee, will ya’?” Jed asked, in his 
most polite voice. 

For the first time, the smile on the large barman’s 
face faded. Then it reappeared as he walked away. 

While Jed drank rotgut whiskey, and munched on 
a raw hunk of flavorful meat and awaited his coffee, 
another bald man approached him. This one was old, 
wrinkled and unkempt. He stood across the table 
from Jed licking his lips, and his eyes didn’t leave the 
uncorked whiskey bottle on the table. 

“Doesn’t anybody in this town have hair?” Jed 
asked, around a mouthful of raw meat. 

The old lush managed by shear will, to remove his 
eyes from the whiskey and look at Jed Bodine, and 
respond. 

“Only Knobby and I don’t have hair, and I really 


am bald. Have been since a bout with the flu when I] 
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was a youngster. Knobby shaves his head. Figures it 
makes him look meaner, I suspect.” 

Jed refilled his glass and pushed the bottle across 
the table. 

“Sit. Drink. I’m done with it anyway.” 

The old-timer didn’t need a second invitation, but 
pulled out a chair, seated himself, and with almost 
the same motion grasp the half-full bottle and began 
to drink. After what Jed considered an interminable 
amount of time, and an appreciable dent in the contents 
of the offered bottle, the old man, with now watering 
eyes, began to speak. 

“Gave you the worst stuff in the house, didn’t 
he?” 

Jed reared back and laughed. 

“Kinda what I figured, but wasn’t sure he was 
playing games with me until I saw this raw steak. I can 
hardly wait to see what the coffee’s gonna be like: 

No sooner had Jed completed his sentence, and 
Marble Johnson—his new bald friend—had began to 


once more chug on the whiskey bottle, than a pretty 
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little redheaded girl walked over to the table. Without 
a word, she pulled out a chair and seated herself with 
her chin resting on her hands, and her elbows on the 
table. 

“Knobby hasn’t killed anybody with his bare 
knuckles in almost a month,” she finally got around to 
saying. “He was hoping you’d be willing to go a round 
or two, but all you’ve done so far is frustrate the hell 
out of him. He’s back there in the kitchen right now, 
scratching his bald dome and trying to figure out just 
what it would take to make you fight.” She looked over 
at the old drunk, and went on, “You'd best not be here 
when he comes back, Marble. You know how he hates 
it when you mooch off the paying customers.” 

She dug out some folding money, from where, Jed 
couldn’t guess, what with all the fancy frills and such 
she had in that scarlet evening gown, and offered it to 
the old man. 


Marble Johnson shook his head. 
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“Damn! Sam,” he said, “I already owe you more 
than I can ever repay. I’m just gonna sit here with this 
big fella’ and enjoy his rotgut.” 

She looked at Jed with pleading eyes. Jed only 
shrugged and went back to his steak. 

“You don’t run him off, you’re going to get him 
killed,” said the redhead. 

“Well, I may not be the most desirable person in 
this world,” Jed finally got out after he swallowed, 
“but I have trouble believing that to drink with me can 
get you dead.” 

“You ever been whipped, big man?” the petite lady 
asked. 

“Show me a man that’s never been bested,” Jed 
answered without hesitation, “‘and I’ show you a man 
who’s a damn liar, or he’s never been in a fight. What’s 
your point, little lady?” 

The pretty little redhead looked hard and long at 
this big homely man, before she was inclined to tell 


him how the cow ate the cabbage. 
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“Y ou’re just passing through. And from what I have 
seen so far, you are not about to rise to Knobby’s bait. 
So, that leaves him all mean and nasty. Now, who do 
you think he’s going to take all that hostility out on?” 

Before Jed could answer, his coffee arrived, and 
with it, came Knobby. He somehow had carried four 
cups, sugar, cream and the huge coffeepot. He sat a cup 
before Jed, Samantha and Marble. Then he pulled out 
a chair and joined them as though he had been invited 
and they were all long lost friends. He had made no 
comment, and now Jed took a sip of the finest coffee 
he had ever tasted. 

“You are a big, nasty looking man,” said Jed, “‘and 
you have treated me foul up to this point. The coffee 
however, is excellent. Now, do you want to bump 
heads, or can we just let the whole thing slide?” 

Jed noticed the shocked expression on Sam’s pretty 
face, and even Marble was still coherent enough to 
register alarm. Knobby was the owner of the Santa 
Fe Inn, and had a reputation in the area of fisticuffs 


unparalleled in this part of New Mexico. Never had 
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another human being offered to do battle with him. 
He had always had to taunt or coerce his opponent. 
To be offered a physical altercation, was outrageous, 
and damned tempting at the same time. But Knobby’s 
mamma didn’t raise no fools, and he couldn’t help but 
wonder why a total stranger would offer to oblige him 
in combat. Knobby ignored the other two present at the 
small table. 

“] didn’t get your name. You got a name?” he asked 
Jedadiah. 

“Yes Ido. Do you?” 

The barman smiled. 

“You got a last name?” he asked again. 

Jed smiled back. 

“I do when I’m inclined,” he said, “but right now, 
I’m not inclined.” 

Jed stood and peeled off his gun-belt, laid his 
hideout gun on the table, along with three knives, and 
said, “It’s what you want. Let’s do it.” 

The owner of the Santa Fe Inn could not believe 


his good fortune, and smiled as he rose to meet this 
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challenge. When his bottom was no more than two 
inches off his chair, his chin registered a jolt never 
felt in his lifetime. As he sprawled across the bar, he 
was thinking, he’d never been hit that hard; this just 
might be interesting as all get-out. But before he could 
recover, he felt the kick of a pointy boot right on the tip 
of his chin. And in his semi-conscious state, he heard 
his opponent exclaim, “I’m sorry, Knobby, I probably 
should have warned ya’. I don’t fight fair. I fight only 
to win.” 

And before the conversation even registered, he 
was kicked again, this time in the right eye, with that 
same pointy boot. Knobby had never in his life been this 
close to the ground in a fistfight, and was beginning to 
wonder what he had gotten himself into, when another 
blow was delivered, and he felt it somewhere on his 
lower torso. 

After an additional sequence of blows reined upon 
the legend of Santa Fe, there were no more, and Knobby 


staggered to his feet to face this big homely man. 
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“You're big,” said Jed conversationally, as he stood 
nonchalantly before Knobby, “‘and God knows, you’re 
uglier than I am. But you’ve won too many times, and 
too easily. | don’t often do this, but I’m gonna make 
an exception and allow you time to get your head back 
together. Then we’re going to dance for real.” 
Jedadiah Bodine was a notorious gunman. He hated 
to give his last name for that very reason. He knew 
it would be recognized, and people would shy away. 
A fistfight, on the other hand, was a pleasure beyond 
explanation. Win or lose, the excitement of a good fight 
was exhilarating enough to carry the big man for a full 
month. And big he was. Jed was six foot two inches 
tall, and two hundred and sixty pounds, carried mostly 
above the waist. With his hat off and showing his dirty 
blond, unruly hair, he did not appear nearly as homely. 
Women at times even considered him striking, with his 
barrel chest, huge arms and massive wrists. The wrists 
were impressive, but most people didn’t understand 
their significance. Spend six hours a day for twenty 


years, drawing and shooting a two pound handgun with 
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both, or and either hand, and the wrists enlarge just like 
any muscle grows with intensive exercise. 

Knobby had regained his equilibrium, along with a 
modicum of his former arrogance, and now approached 
this bad whiskey drinking, raw meat eater. Win or lose, 
Knobby felt he’d already got the best of this man twice, 
and began to laugh as he charged. 

Knobby Mulroon had beaten on smaller men all 
his life, only because, at six foot six inches tall and 
three hundred pounds, he had seldom found anyone 
larger than himself. He had been referred to on many 
occasions, as the man who walked like a bear, and 
with his confidence renewed; he fainted twice with his 
powerful left, only to strike out with a devastating right 
roundhouse. 

Had it struck a normal man, it might have killed 
him. Jedadiah was far from normal, and as amazing as 
it was to the observers of this fracas, he protruded his 
chin to meet the fist. It was difficult not to make the 
simile between a raucous man, demanding a dance with 


a beautiful and angelic young woman. The rock hard 
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fist collided with Jed’s intentionally unprotected chin, 
and sent him reeling among tables, chairs and bodies. 
Without losing consciousness, he sat in an undignified 
position and grinned stupidly. Then he rose slowly to 
his feet. 

“Damn well done, Knobby,” he said. “You got 
anything left?” 

At first the bar owner was mystified, then stupefied 
at the realization that this man was not hurt, and was 
probably incapable of being hurt. Hell! He was just 
having fun. 

As Jed was on his way back to meet Knobby 
head on and go at it tooth and nail, the bar owner's 
underlings accosted him from two sides. Jed smiled, 
and struck out in both directions at once. He leveled 
one assailant with a doubled fist, while kicking out 
with his right boot to catch the other in the groin. As 
these two screamed out in pain and fell to the floor, Jed 
continued on toward the large barman. 

Knobby was no longer having fun. He wanted this 


troublemaker disposed of. His own reputation was on 
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the line, and that was unacceptable. Were he to lose 
this altercation, word would get around that he was 
vulnerable. Every Tom, Dick and Harry would be 
looking for a piece of his action. Though that notion 
appealed to him, he did not relish the idea of having to 
fight somebody on a daily basis. 

Knobby knew he could call for more help, but that 
action could be as devastating to his personal reputation 
as losing, so elected to whip this stranger himself. This 
time, as he charged, he passed by the same table where 
sat Samantha and Marble. Marble Johnson stuck out a 
foot, and Knobby tripped, stumbled and fell to his knees 
directly in front of Jed. Jed smiled, offered his thanks 
to the town drunk, but neglected to take advantage of 
the vulnerable bar owner. 

“Get up. Dammit! You can’t fight on your knees,” 
Jed told him. 

Getting up was quite probably the biggest mistake 
that Knobby Mulroon had ever made. He immediately 
assumed the posture of a fighting man; fists doubled, 


and arms protruding. Jed laughed, slapped the man’s 
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extended left aside, and delivered.a devastating right 
cross. The sound was heard throughout Santa Fe. He 
followed the right with a combination of left hooks, 
and finally a right uppercut that shook the bigger man 
to his heels. Knobby was forced to his toes, just before 
he measured himself full length on his own barroom 


floor. 
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CHAPTER 2 


ed returned to his table and the company of 

A ea Samantha Mack and Marble Johnson as 
though nothing unforeseen had taken place. Knobby 
was removed by several of his henchmen, while 
Jedadiah finished his raw steak, and polished off the 
pot of excellent coffee. 

He tilted back on the two hind legs of his chair—a 
thing his mother used to tweak his nose for as a child— 
and rolled and lit a cigarette, while the old bald drunk 
Marble, looked in awe at this strange man. 

“Why did Knobby ask you your last name,” he 


asked. “When nobody here even knows your first?” 


/ 


BARRY RAY 

Jed laughed, slammed the two front legs of his chair 
back on the floor, reached over and retrieved the now 
almost empty bottle from the old gentleman’s grasp, 
took a swig, took a draw on his cigarette, and looked 
from Marble to Samantha. 

“The name’s Jedadiah,” he said. “Most just call me 
Jed.” 

Samantha Mack smiled, and asked conversationally, 
“You just passing through, big man? Or do you plan to 
stay awhile?” 

Jed made eye contact with Sam for some time, 
before he responded good-naturedly. 

“Well, the truth is, young lady. I’m just an out of 
work cowhand. I’ve got a little jingle in my jeans, and I 
thought to eat, drink and gamble till it’s gone. Then go 
look up this Perkins spread, owned by two ladies that 
I’ve heard were hiring.” Jed watched as Marble and 
Sam exchanged looks, and then asked innocently, “Is 
there a problem with that?” 

Marble was first to respond, and offered his 


opinion. 
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“The Perkins women are nice people, but with your 
attitude, you're just likely to start the range-war, that’s 
so far, kinda’ been on hold.” 

Jed observed the old man with a quizzical 
expression, but said nothing. 

“What my darling derelict friend is trying to say,” 
Sam said, as she took up the conversation, “is that 
Crusty Matthews, the largest land holder in these parts, 
holds a note on the Perkins spread, and if those ladies 
don’t move a herd of cattle to market in a big hurry, 
and come up with some real cash, Crusty’s going to 
foreclose. They’ve got ten or twelve hands out there. 
All useless, and ramroded by an old codger that 
wouldn’t know up from down. Those ladies are going 
to take one look at you, and your job will be to round 
up a herd and make a drive to market. Now, as I said, 
Crusty wants that land, and he sure isn’t going to sit 
still for that. He’s thinking, “default” all the way to the 
bank.” 

“Well. Thanks a lot, you two. All you’ve told me 


so far is that I’d best hightail it out there and pitch in. 
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There goes my holiday, and me with all this money 
burning a hole in my pocket.” 

Jed got directions to the Perkins outfit, but decided 
to spend at least one night between clean sheets, and 
one more night of debauchery. He stabled the big black, 
with instructions to feed him well, but stay away from 
those vicious teeth, or lose your head. 

He wondered around the adobe town until he found 
what he considered a suitable hotel. He walked in and 
was greeted by a lovely young woman, of obvious Irish 
decent. Her unruly, long and curly red hair seemed to 
have a mind of its own, as it fought for dominance 
around her pretty, freckled face. Seems like all the 
pretty girls in this town are redheads. 

Jed almost burst into laughter, as he watched this 
seemingly harried young woman spin the register in 
his direction and asked for a signature. He only smiled, 
signed simply Jed, took his key and retired to his 
designated room. 

Jed was up at five in the morning. He scrubbed, and 


dressed in clean cloths, and he was hungry as a bear by 
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five thirty. It was yet some early, but he wandered into 
the restaurant that was part of the hotel. Finding the 
room vacant, he meandered into the kitchen, and found 
the same lovely young thing he had encountered the 
proceeding evening, slamming around pots and pans 
in preparation of the morning meal. She looked at Jed, 
and attempted in vain to remove the bright red hair 
from obstructing her vision. 

“You hungry, Jed?” she asked in a friendly voice. 

Jedadiah laughed. 

“Starving!” he answered. “Can I give you a 
hand?” 

She shrugged off his offer of assistance 
nonchalantly. 

“You go sit down,” she said. “I'll bring you coffee. 
Steak, eggs and home-fries will be following right 
behind.” 

As Jed finished the finest breakfast he’d laid his 
lips around in years, the room had filled with hungry 
and expectant patrons. It was indeed a bustling affair, 


and as Marble walked in sheepishly, Jed caught his eye 
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and motioned him over to his table. The old derelict 
joined him gladly, and as Jed had expected, the man 
was hungry and had empty pockets. By this time, a 
sour old woman had taken over the waitressing chores, 
and now frowned at Marble Johnson, then looked at 
Jed. 

‘Are you buying this man’s breakfast?” she asked. 

Jed only nodded, as the old fire-eater left to 
accommodate other customers. 

“A friend of yours?” asked Jed. 

Marble shook his head while grimacing, and stated, 
“Worse. Ex-wife.” 

Jed smiled in a knowing fashion, and changed the 
subject. 

“You reckon I’m still welcome at the Santa Fe 
Inn?” 

Marble grabbed the coffeepot and filled his cup. 

“Can’t imagine why not, Knobby’s always been 
fond of money.” 

“They play any Poker over there on Sunday?” 


inquired Jedadiah. 
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“That’s when the best games are goin’. Sunday, 
days.” 

Jed rolled a cigarette, and lit it with a large sulfur 
match and sipped his coffee while looking over his cup 
at this old man whose company he enjoyed. 

“T don’t ordinarily drink when I’m playing cards,” 
Jed finally commented. “As a result, I generally win. 
No brag. Just fact. Extraordinary situations however, 
call for extraordinary solutions. I’ve got a few hundred 
dollars burning a hole in my pocket. I’m in a bit of a 
hurry to get out to the Perkins spread, though I gotta 
tell ya’, working for women is not a thing I would 
ordinarily do. Anyway, if you’d care to join me, we'll 
tie on one of the damnedest drunks you ever herd of. 
Then when we're drunk enough, and I’m broke enough, 
you can point me in the right direction.” 

For the first time since Jed had met this old, 
bald man, Marble began to laugh, and as his ex-wife 
delivered his breakfast meal, she just looked at him, 
shook her ugly old head, and walked away. The result 


was that Marble only laughed harder, while Jed joined 


23 


BARRY RAY 
him, and the entire establishment looked upon them 
curiously. 

After finishing his meal,-Marble looked at Jed. 

“I could use a smoke. Can I borrow makings from 
you?” 

Jed flipped his sack of tobacco and papers over 
to the old boy, and leaned back and smiled while the 
old drunk eventually whipped up the strangest looking 
roll-your-own he’d ever seen. Trembling hands 
notwithstanding he did however get it done. 

“You got another one of those cowboy matches?” 
Marble asked, with this strange facsimile of a cigarette 
dangling from his mouth 

Jed continued to smile, as he produced another 
wooden match, and striking the sulfur tip with a 
thumbnail, offered Marble Johnson a light. 

Jed was about to leave, when the redheaded owner 
of the hotel, he now knew as Shannon O’ Neil, walked 
over with a cup in one hand, and a bottle in the other. 
She said absolutely nothing, but pulled out a chair and 


sat down, then poured whiskey into both Jed’s and 
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Marble’s half full cups of coffee. She smiled, and began 
to drink. Neither of the gentlemen was inclined to look 
a gift horse in the mouth, and immediately joined the 
young lady in her indulgence. 

A mere few hours later, and Jed was not only 
involved in a high-stakes Poker game, but Marble 
was in the game as well, and they were both several 
hundred dollars ahead, and drunker than skunks. Jed’s 
daddy had always told him that Poker was a game of 
skill. 

‘Hold ‘emclose and play the odds, boy, and chances 
are you'll end up a winner.” 

With all this good advise from a man that he truly 
respected, he still couldn’t help but believe that even 
a fool could win at Poker if he continued to get the 
right cards. And on this day, and into the night, he and 
Marble both were constantly being dealt the winning 
hands. 

Jed was drunk, and making outrageous bets and 
raises, yet he continued to rake in the pots. He now 


had well over a thousand dollars more than he started 


a 
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with, and couldn’t seem to lose. Really need the money 
sometime, he thought in his stupor, and you'd be flat 
broke long since. The other players at their table 
seamed to come and go, but when a couple of fancy 
dressed dudes filled the two now empty chairs at their 
table, Jed rose. 


> 


“T don’t play with ringers,” said Jed. “Come on, 
old man. Let’s go to the bar and have a drink with 
Samantha.” 

Sam had wandered by a couple times and wished 
them luck. And now as Marble followed Jed to the bar 
and around the corner, with nothing behind them but 
a bare wall, she joined them for a drink. Knobby had 
not been in evidence the entire day or night, and the 
current bartender was a pleasant, older fellow, who had 
left them three glasses and two bottles of fairly good 
whisky. 

“Let’s turn around,” Jed said to his two companions, 


sometime later in the evening, “and scoot down to the 


floor, and enjoy our drinks.” They both looked at him 
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like he’d lost his mind, as he continued, “Marble, bring 
the booze.” 

Sitting on the floor with backs to the bar and facing 
the blank wall, Jed explained, “There’s gonna be a 
gunfight down the bar, and I’d as soon be out of harm’s 
way, if y'all don’t mind.” 

“First of all,” said Sam, “I feel like a damn fool 
sitting here on the floor drinking with two reprobates. 
Secondly, I saw the problem you’re so worried about, 
and trust me, it will not come to gunplay.” 

“Damn! I do hate to dispute the word of a beautiful 
woman, but I’m going to tell you exactly what I believe 
is about to happen.” Jed sat in the middle of these 
two new friends, and as they both looked at him, he 
continued, “We would probably be safe standing up and 
watching this. And I say that only because the young 
hothead has his back to us, and any wild lead coming 
in our direction, would have probably come from him, 


which ain’t likely, with him facing away from us.” 
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Sam and Marble were both shaking their heads 
negatively, and with this knowing attitude, Sam 
contradicted. 

“The older man is Milo Sovern, Crusty Matthews’ 
foreman. The younger man is Jobe Feckel, a hired fast 
gun. It won’t come to gunplay, and if by some miracle 
it does, Jobe will blow that old man away.” 

“Oh boy! Have I got a bet goin’ here?” 

Samantha Mack nodded, and said, “If you like. 
What’s the wager?” 

“You buy all my drinks, and all my food. Any time 
I’m in town. Forever!” 

She chuckled, and asked, “And what are you 
putting up?” 

Jed reached in his pocket and brought a wad of 
folding money. 

“It appears that I’ve got close to three thousand 
dollars here,” he said, after counting it. “I’ll wager the 
lots 


Sam’s eyes got real big. 
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“Hold on now,” she questioned. “What exactly is 
the wager?” 

Marble was about to say something, and Jed held 
up one hand to silence him, while he clarified the bet. 

“Simply put. I say there’s going to be a gunfight 
between the afore mentioned people. | further claim, 
that the older man will kill the younger.” 

“Done!” exclaimed Samantha Mack, with avarice 
shining from her pretty eyes. And they shook on it, 
with Marble Johnson as a witness. Jed then went on to 
say, “I don’t mean to brag, but sometimes | can’t help 
it. I’m going give you a picture of exactly what’s about 
to happen. No bet on this though. Understood?” 

“Understood,” Sam offered, and Jed continued. 

“Your young friend is going to be faster. He is going 
to draw and fire off three shots. All will miss, while he 
just punches holes in the floor. The older fellow will 
fire but a single shot. Now, my guess is, that shot will 
strike your young Jobe Feckel somewhere in the chest 


area. and will kill him dead.” 
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Sam and Marble were both in their cups, and began 
to laugh historically, when three shots rang out in rapid 
succession, followed by a single shot. After the noise 
abated and the smoke cleared, Jed said calmly in a 
tone of voice that would indicate that he was no longer 
drunk. 

“Your young gunfighter was totin’ a Colt Navy 
Thirty Six. He just lost his life to a man carrying a 
Remington New Model.” He looked Sam in the eye, 
and suggested, “Look around the corner of the bar, and 
see if your hot-shot gun-shooter isn’t laying belly up 
on the barroom floor.” 

Samantha Mack was a persnickety young thing, 
and it was only because of her youth that she had not 
deteriorated to a sorrowful specimen. That would 
change if she continued in her current way of life, 
but for now, she peeked around the corner of the bar, 
observed for a full two minutes, came back to her 
original position, and while staring straight ahead, 


commented without levity. 
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‘“He’s deader than a mackerel.” She turned to Jed, 

and continued, “How the hell could you know? Who 
the hell are you? Jedadiah what?” 

Jed looked back and said simply, “I’m hungry, and 

we could use another bottle. And you my dear, are 


buying.” 
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CHAPTER 3 


ape two half drunk individuals and the pretty 
lady, resumed a standing posture, and 
unanimously elected to adjourn to an available table. 
Sam informed Jed and Marble that she was now off 
duty, and because she was buying, decided to join them 
for dinner. 

They never got around to ordering food, but 
continued to consume one alcoholic beverage after 
another. The piano player was bursting with melody, 
and the three inebriated souls decided to join him in 
song. All present were astounded to learn that Jedadiah 


Bodine possessed a beautiful voice and Marble 
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was no slouch, but the pretty little employee of this 
establishment was a true talent, and could sing like the 
proverbial Nightingale. 

By the time they had exhausted theirs, and the 
pianist’s entire repertoire, the sun was shining brightly 
through the large front windows. Jed grabbed Marble 
by an arm, put his other own arm around the shoulders 
of Samantha, and forcefully guided them toward the 
front door. 

“Let’s go have breakfast,” he said. “I know a little 
lady that can out cook anybody alive, including my 
own dear mother.” 

It was still quite early when the trio reached Jed’s 
hotel, and Marble’s ex-wife was busy on the front 
porch, kicking a scrawny, defenseless dog out into the 
middle of the street. 

“Ah!” exclaimed Jed. “Don’t do that. She’s just 
a pup, and she’s hungry.” He looked at Marble, and 
continued, “Go in and get a steak from Miss O’Neil. 


Tell her I'll pay for it.” 
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Marble began to enter the hotel, gave the older 
woman a hostile look, than turned back to Jed. 

‘“What’s your intention?” he asked. “You going to 
fatten up that dog, then sick him on my ex?” 

No response was required, and the old derelict 
was still laughing as he entered the front door to do 
Jedadiah’s bidding. Jed looked down at the young 
woman whose neck his arm was still dangling around. 

“You've been awfully quiet, you got a problem?” 
Before she could answer, he went on, “Hell! If it’s 
paying for breakfast, I’ve got it handled.” 

She looked up at the big man, and smiled. 

“I’m not sure I’m welcome here. Shannon is not 
too crazy about me.” 

Not being all that astute about the ways of women, 
Jed said boisterously, “Now, why would that be? You’ re 
a nice lady, and she’s a nice lady. You two ought to get 
along just fine.” 

Sam smiled and shook her head, but left it at that, 
as Marble came back out with a large raw steak. Jed 


accepted it from Marble, and walked out to the middle 
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of the street and offered it to the obviously starving 
young animal. The dog ripped the offering from Jed’s 
hand and ran off, he suspected, to eat alone. 

There was only one other person in the restaurant 
area of the hotel, and Knobby was sitting alone at a 
table nursing a cup of coffee. Jed walked right up to his 
table, pulled out a chair and sat down, inviting Marble 
and Sam to join him. They were both reluctant, but 
complied. Jed was far into his cups. 

“We've spent enough money in this gentleman’s 
establishment,” slurred Jed, “that I’m sure he’ ll agree 
to buy us all one paltry meal.” 

Then he sat grinning at the bruised and battered 
Santa Fe Inn owner, who now also bore a patch over 
one eye. As the ex Mrs. Johnson approached their 
table, Knobby stood, put down a ten-dollar gold piece 
and walked out the door with an utterance. Jed’s smile 
left his face, as he looked at the mean old waitress. 

“Either have the owner serve this table,” said Jed 
in a no nonsense tone, with no slur in it, “or we’ll eat 


elsewhere. I don’t want you anywhere near us.” 
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The older woman made no comment, but mumbled 
continuously, as she huffed and puffed her way back 
to the kitchen. Sam was smiling again, while Marble 
was laughing uproariously, when Shannon came up to 
their table carrying a large coffeepot. She looked first 
at Sam, then turned to Jed. 

“By the sound of you three, I'd say you need 
this coffee in the worst way. I'll bring out your food 
shortly.” 

When they finished eating, they were all three a 
good deal more sober, and as Shannon returned to their 
table with coffee refills, Jed offered, “The crowd’s 
thinned out considerable. Why don’t you bring your 
Irish whiskey and join us?” She looked straight at 
Sam with a defiant expression, but before she could 
comment, Jed stated, “You two ladies have a lot in 
common. You are both young. You are both beautiful, 
and you are both virtuous. You should be friends.” 

Shannon snapped her head in Jed’s direction. 

“What do you know about anything? You're a 


stranger in this town.” 
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“Now there’s a step in the right direction. Hell! If 
you're feeling feisty, fight with me, I just love a good 
fight.” 

He presented her with his most people-winning 
smile, and waited patiently for her new verbal attack. 
Eventually, she relaxed, smiled, shook her head from 
side to side, then turned and walked away. Marble 
made an audible release of breath. 

“Gees!” he said. “You do know how to live 
dangerously.” 

Sam reached over and patted Jed on the arm. 

“Nice try, big man. But I suspect it was wasted 
breath.” 

‘Wanna’ bet?” smiled Jed. 

“Not on you’re life,” Sam returned. “You only bet 
on sure things. 

Not two minutes later, Shannon O’ Neil approached 
their table with a cup in one hand, and a bottle in the 
other. It wasn’t long before the two girls were head 


to head in private conversation, and Jed turned to 


Marble. 
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“You know anything about the cattle business?” he 
asked the old man. 

Marble Johnson was shocked, and took a long while 
to respond. Nobody had paid any attention to him for 
years, let alone asked his advice. 

“As a matter of fact,” he responded, after quite 
some time, “I know quite a bit. But it’s been a long, 
long time since anybody’s asked. Why?” 

Jed leaned his chair back, as he was prone to do, 
and smiled at the older man. 

“I think you ought to go job hunting with me.” 

Marble was flabbergasted. 

“Those ladies wouldn’t hire me. I’m the town 
drunk.” 

“They just don’t know how good you are with 
cattle. We shall enlighten them.” 

These brief comments had captured the interest of 
the two young ladies, who were now staring at the men 
with open mouths. 

“If they won’t accept you,” continued Jed, “they 


can’t have me. And you and I will simply go on up into 
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the mountains and hunt, fish, and generally lay around 
for a year or two. What do you say, that suit you?” 

“I’ve got both pockets full of money. What the hell 
do I need to go job hunting for?” Marble wanted to 
know. 

‘Ah! Come on, Marble. You need to do something 
useful. Those ladies need help. Let’s go help ‘em.” 

The old drunk finally agreed, and after buying 
himself a horse, and picking up a pack animal for Jed, 
they stopped by the mercantile and purchased supplies 
to last them in the event the Perkins women were not 
in the hiring mood. It was early afternoon when they 
finally got started, and early the following morning, 
when they arrived at the main house of the Perkins 
spread. 

They had been followed from town by a mangy 
cur pup, and that animal, though kicked soundly on 
several occasions, was still nipping at Bet’s heals as 
they pulled up at the main house and were greeted by a 
handsome woman in her middle fifties. The first words 


out of her mouth were directed at Jed’s sidekick. 
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‘Marble Johnson? I have never known you to leave 
Santa Fe. And I have certainly never seen you sober 
before. This must be a red-letter day.” 

Marble blushed. 

“Now, Mrs. Perkins,” he said, ““ We heard you 
needed help, and we’ ve come to lend a hand.” 

She canted her head to one side, while scrutinizing 
Jedadiah. 


99 


“He’s impressive enough looking,” she said. “Does 
he know cattle? And can he use that gun on his hip?” 

But Jed noticed that the older of the Perkins women 
was spending more time sizing up his mount, than 
himself. 

“T get fifty dollars each time, for stud service,” he 
said. “This is a Tennessee Walking Horse. He is not just 
a beautiful animal; he has got the most gorgeous gait 
of any horse alive. He’s a mean old codger, except of 
course, when he’s showing off. He can also run like the 
wind. He has a rather nasty disposition, but that’s just 


an individual attitude problem, and he doesn’t seem to 


pass it along to his get. You hiring, or not?” 
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“Your friend is rude and abrupt, Mister Johnson” 

“He’s also a hired gun, Mom, and we don’t need 
him.” 

This last came from a younger, more beautiful 
version of the older Perkins, as she came strutting 
from the door behind her mother, with hands covered 
in dough, and ample flour smudged around her lovely 
face. Next, she took aim at Marble Johnson, and said, 
“Take yourself and your gunfighter, and trek on back 
to Santa Fe. We don’t need either of your kind here.” 

“Women!” stated Jed in disgust. Then followed up 
in exasperation, “Just naturally figure they don’t have 
to be civil, because no western man worth his salt is 
going to knock ‘em down. But I will tell you this, young 
lady, somebody should teach you some manners.” 

“At least stay and eat,” offered Joan Perkins, the 
mother, with an all too satisfied smile on her face. 

Marble Johnson surprised Jed with his show of 


spunk. 
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‘We're not looking for a handout. We came to offer 
help. Now we'll just go up into the mountains to do a 
little huntin’ and fishin’.” 

The now red faced daughter, Holly Perkins, made 
no further comment, as the two men turned their 
mounts toward the southern Rockies, with the pesky 
pup still nipping at the heels of the three horses. Jed 
and Marble were not fifty yards away, when they were 
hailed by a male voice. They turned their horses back 
toward the ranch house, but made no move to recover 
their tracks. Eventually, the tall, slim individual who 
had hailed them realized they were not about to come 
back, and began to walk in their direction. 

“That’s Pete Smith, their foreman,” offered Marble. 
Jed only nodded his head, and awaited the man’s 
arrival. 

As soonas the foreman was within hearing distance, 
he said, “The old woman wants to put you two on the 
payroll.” 

Jed threw a leg up and around his saddle horn, 


grabbed makings and rolled and lit a cigarette. 
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“Who we working for?” asked Jed, in that voice of 
rebellion that he sometime used, and that generally got 
the desired results. 

Pete smith looked confused. 

“The Perkins spread,” he answered. “What else?” 

“Let’s get some things straight, Pete. We don’t take 
orders from women. You seem to be the foreman, so 
we'll take our orders directly from you and nobody 
else. If that don’t set with the owners, then we’ll just 
keep on going toward the mountains.” 

The tall, cadaverous foreman smiled for the first 
time in years, that he could remember. 

“The old woman already figured that one,” said 
Pete. “You two work for me, and you'll collect your 
pay from me, personal.” 

With this matter settled, and all present in agreement, 
they rode to the corral, stabled their horses, stowed 
their goods and moved to the kitchen in the main house 
where dinner was being served. Introductions were 
made, and Holly Perkins sat the meal in front of them. 


No words were spoken between this young lady and 
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the hired hands, a thing that surprised the other hands. 
Evidently, she was generally most effusive during 
meals, and Jed could only assume, it was his presence 
that stifled the young woman. 

After the dinner meal, they proceeded to the 
bunkhouse. Jed was surprised to note that all the 
hands were Mexican, and was further surprised to find 
a large, obnoxious Anglo in attendance at the hired 
hand’s sleeping quarters. This Owen Martin was a 
large, six foot four inches tall, burly and mean natured. 
He began immediately to rag on Marble. Jed had seen 
many such, and paid little attention, while selecting his 
bunk and placing his gear. Until he heard what could 
only have been a vicious sounding slap. He turned to 
see Marble falling toward his bed, and walked in that 
direction, talking as he moved. 

“Well. What have we here? The bunkhouse 
bully?” 

Owen looked from Marble to Jed. 

“Stay out of this,” he said with a snarl, “unless you 


want some of the same.” 
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Jed looked down at Marble Johnson, and ignoring 
the bully’s comment, said to his friend, “I know you’d 
like the satisfaction of kicking the livin’ hell out of this 
fella’ yourself. But Dammit! I never have any fun. So, 
I’m gonna presume upon our new friendship, and beat 
this man to within an inch of his life. Then I’m gonna 
run the son of a bitch off the place.” 

Marble smiled, and then his expression turned 
to shock, as Owen Martin swung a haymaker that 
connected flush on the chin of an unsuspecting Jed 
Bodine, knocking him over three bunks, and into a 
heap on the floor. The foreman and the other hands 
looked on with curiosity, while Jed shook his head and 
regained his feet. To those that knew him, the smile he 
wore would have been freighting. 

“If that was your best shot, Martin. You’re in a lot 
of trouble.” 

He moved to the aisle between bunks, and 
approached the big bully. Owen Martin knew nothing 
of the art of fsucuite and struck out again with his 


right roundhouse. 
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Jed avoided it easily, and threw a stiff, devastating 
left jab. That punch alone shook Martin to his heels, 
and while in the process of throwing another of his 
haymakers, he was met again by that terrible left fist. 

His nose popped as it broke, and blood began to 
spew in all directions. Jed was through fooling with 
this man, and followed his jab with a combination left 
hook to the body, and hook to the face. Then kicked 
the man in the groin. As Martin bent forward in shock 
and pain, Jed smashed him in the face with his knee. 
As he straightened, Jed planted the heel of his right 
hand soundly on the bully’s chin, knocking him the 
full length of the bunkhouse, to land sprawling and 
unconscious. 

While the man was still out, Jed solicited the 
assistance of several hands to put together Owen 
Martin’s gear, round up his horse, and ride him draped 
over the saddle, off the Perkins spread. 

The only comment made by the foreman was: “You 


haven’t seen the last of that one, Jed.” 
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CHAPTER 4 


ed and Marble were naturally teamed together, 

ie, the next several days were spent in simply 

getting the lay of the land. One evening after the supper 
meal, Jed cornered Pete Smith. 

“You have a pretty large area covered in Jimson 
Weed and Larkspur,” Jed advised the foreman. “Y ou’ ve 
got cattle grazing right smack dab in the middle of it. 
Marble and I ran ‘em out of there, but you need to keep 
an eye peeled so they don’t wander back. Seems like 
damn fool cattle will go out of their way to eat the stuff 
that kills “em.” 


Pete looked at the big man in confusion. 
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“What the hell is Jimson Weed and Larkspur?” 

“Poison grass. Kill your cattle deader than hell.” 

He looked at the tall, emaciated older man. 

“How long you been in the cattle business?” Jed 
asked. 

Pete looked embarrassed. 

“Long time, Jed, but this foreman stuff is all new 
to me. I know cattle, but I’ve always been told what to 
do. I don’t know doodley-squat about grass. Show me 
where this poison grass is and I’ll assign some of the 
boys to keep the cows away.” 

As time went by, more and more responsibility for 
the running of the ranch was heaped on Jed Bodine. He 
took the responsibility along with the accolades, and 
thought nothing of it. He simply had a job to do and 
he did it. There was no competition or any other form 
of rancor. That the ranch hands began to come to Jed 
for the assignment of their daily chores did not seem to 
bother the old ramrod in the least. 

He himself Recah to rely more and more heavily on 


the newest hand, and not being one to steal another’s 
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thunder, passed along to the owners all the sage advise 
received from Jedadiah, and saw to it that Jed got full 
credit. As a result, the Perkins cattle ranch was now 
operating more efficiently than it ever had before. Even 
when old man Perkins was alive. 

In the meantime, they were gathering a herd to drive 
to market, and had accumulated over one thousand 
head of stock. Jed had been informed of the expected 
total of beeves on the ranch by tally sheet, and they 
were way short. It was Jed that approached Pete Smith 
one night. 

“We're being rustled blind,” said Jed. “I'd like your 
permission for Marble and me to go out there, find 
these thieves and deal with them in our own way.” 

“T know you work only for me, but I’d like to bring 
the women folk in on this one.” 

“Why don’t you just handle it, Pete?” offered Jed. 
And the foreman countered, “I need you in on this 
conversation. Hell! You’ ve been runnin’ this spread for 


weeks.” 
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“You’re reneging on our deal, Pete. If you insist on 
me goin’ to that meeting, me and Marble just quit.” 

The old foreman blanched. 

“Would you meet just with the old lady? asked 
Pete, looking embarrassed and desperate. “Joan’s a 
good sort.” 

“Can you guarantee her daughter won’t show up?” 

ENow 

Jed looked hard and long at Pete Smith. 

“All right,” Jed finally agreed. “Set it up, but know 
this, if that Holly person enters the room where we’re 
meeting, I’m gone.” 

The following morning early, Jed handed out 
assigned areas to the hands, and they were all gone from 
the house area. Marble had tied one on and Jed had 
allowed him to sleep in. The hands all knew Marble’s 
reputation, and as a result, it caused no friction. That 
Pete, after meeting with the owners, had got drunk with 
the old reprobate did not seem to bother the Mexican 


hands either. They had both missed breakfast while Jed 
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covered for them, and he did not figure to see either 
until much later in the day. 

He himself was putting his black stallion to stud, 
and was out of sight of the ranch house, when he heard 
the unmistakable roar of several fast moving horses 
coming up the road to the main house. He was maybe 
thirty yards away, as he looked around the corner of 
the tack room to see no less than ten riders pull in their 
mounts in a cloud of dust. 

Joan and Holly Perkins stepped out on the porch to 
greet these newcomers, and Jed couldn’t but stare in 
appreciation at the young and beautiful Holly Perkins. 
She was taller than most women at a good five feet 
seven inches. Twenty-two years old, he had heard, and 
slim, blonde and beautiful, with deep blue eyes that 
seemed to sparkle. These were his thoughts, as the 
conversation began to register. The short, fat dominant 
one was speaking. 

“I’m not going to accept your payoff on the loan. I 


want you people out of here.” 
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The ladies disagreed. Then the fat one disagreed. 
The conversation was becoming hostile, and all of the 
sudden, ten drawn and cocked guns were aimed at the 
owners of the spread that Jedadiah Bodine rode for, 
and he nonchalantly strolled toward this group who 
had been told by their leader to shoot these women. 

As Jed stood on the hard packed earth beside the 
ladies facing these drawn pistols, the fat man asked, 
‘Who the hell are you?” Before Jed could answer, the 
fat man gave additional orders, “Shoot him, too.” 

“You might want to reconsider, boss.” 

This suggestion came from the rider next to the fat, 
pompous Crusty Matthews, the self-proclaimed lord of 
the New Mexican Territory. Crusty looked over at his 
number one gunman, Drue Pierce. 

“What the hell are you talking about, Drue?” he 
asked in aggravation. 

“Tm talking about Jed Bodine.” 

“The Nevada gunfighter?” questioned Crusty. 

“You're looking at him, Sir. I’ve seen him work 


and I'll tell ya’ right now, even with our guns cocked, 


54 


TROUBLESHOOTER 
he’ll get half of us. What’s more to the point. You and 
me are as good as dead. If you insist on continuing 
with this fiasco, I'll be riding off.” 

Old Crusty looked over at his hired gun. 

“T thought you had moxie,” he said with contempt. 

“Moxie? Maybe. Death wish? Not hardly.” 

With that, Drue raised both hands, and asked of 
Jed, “I'd like to leave. You have any objection?” 

“You've always run with the worst sort, Drue, but I 
never dreamed you could kill a woman. The answer to 
your question is no. You’re not going anywhere, except 
maybe hell in a handbag.” 

Drue threw his six-gun in the dirt. 

“Maybe you don’t know me,” Drue said, “but I 
know you well enough. You won't shoot an unarmed 
man.” 

The distinctive clicking sound of shells being 
chambered into Winchesters, was heard from the area 
of the bunkhouse, and not two seconds later, eight 
more handguns hit the dirt, as the gunmen turned as 


one to follow Drue Pierce from the vicinity, leaving 
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only Crusty Matthews to face the consequences of his 
actions. 

‘You’ Il rue this day, Joan Perkins,” Crusty blustered, 
then pulled his horse around and rode off. 

It was deadly quiet for a full two minutes. 

“Bodine, huh?” said Joan Perkins. “I should have 
known. You look just like him. You are aware that it 
was your father that sent us the money to pay off that 
scum?” 

‘Nope. I suspected as much, but the old man don’t 
check with me before he makes a decision.” 

“You seem angry with your daddy.” 

“IT love my father. I respect my father. And if the 
arrogant old fool wasn’t my father, I’d probably kick 
his liver out.” 

Jed turned to a hung over Marble Johnson. 

“Marble, we’re through here. Let’s pack our goods 
and git.” 

Pete Smith had a look of devastation on his face. 


The young Holly Perkins gave the appearance of 
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total loss, while the older Joan Perkins only smiled 
knowingly. 

Jed said to Pete, on the way back to the bunkhouse, 
“I’m not done yet. We'll still find your rustlers for 
you.” 

Jed and Marble left without collecting the wages due 
them, and instead of heading for Santa Fe, moved off 
in the directions of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains. 

“Are we going to pick up the trail of those rustled 
cattle, and find out where they were taken?” asked 
Marble of his new, and probably only ever sidekick. 
“Or are we goin’ fishing?” 

“Hunting and fishing. That’s what I think we need. 
Break out your bottle. Let’s drink to it.” 

“Bottle? What bottle?” Marble asked in 
consternation. 

“Oh, come on Marble. I haven’t had a snort in 
weeks, and you’ve only been drunk once in that same 
amount of time. Now, don’t tell me you didn’t come 


more fortified than that. Break out your damn jug.” 
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A red-faced Marble Johnson reached back to one 
of his bulging saddlebags and produced a bottle of 
good whiskey. They were swapping the jug back and 
forth, having a gay old time, as they approached tree 
line and Jed’s stallion dropped beneath him, followed 
immediately by the report of a rifle. As he stepped 
clear, he saw the heavy flow of blood from the black’s 
head and went berserk. 

He untangled the lead rope of his pack animal from 
the saddle horn of his fallen horse. Jed released the 
straps holding on their goods, and forming a simple 
hackamore, mounted the pack animal bareback and 
charged in the direction of the still visible puff of 
smoke. 

A lost cause, he thought, but he was sure he’d have 
a better chance of catching their potential bushwhacker 
on this clodhopper, than he would have on that nag 
Marble had bought to ride. He was proud of the old 
town drunk though, as he heard him thumping along 
behind him, while they both dodged a continuous 


barrage of flying lead. 
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The shooting stopped long before Jed reached the 
trees, and he felt certain that their assailant had long 
since mounted and rode off. He was not wrong, but 
took the time to collect several empty brass cartridges 
of the extremely common -caliber verity. They were 
some different, he noticed, because the firing pin on 
this riffle had struck so far off center, it was surprising 
that they fired at all. 

While Jed was kicking dirt clods around 
unmercifully because of his frustration, and the loss 
of the best horse, and friend he’d ever had, the big 
black stud trotted up to him, and with his evil nature 
in tacked, nipped a chunk of meat out of Jed’s arm 
near the elbow. Jedadiah was so relieved he actually 
caressed the stud’s forehead, while wiping away the 
blood, first from the stallion, then from his own arm. 
Evidently the bullet that had hit his horse Bet, was only 
a glancing blow, but sufficient to render the big stud 
temporarily unconscious. Marble looked on in horror, 


but remained silent. 


a9 


BARRY RAY 

That evening among the tall pines, with the comfort 
of a glowing fire, Marble could no longer hold in all 
the questions that had risen to-taunt him. 

“Damn! Bodine. I’m a real curious sort when I’m 
sober, and I’m only about half drunk right now. I’d flat 
relish a few answers.” Jed smiled at the older man, and 
simply nodded, as Marble Johnson went on, “I hear 
you’re a notorious, Nevada gunman. Is that a fact?” 

Jed’s smile was gone, as he responded, “Had to 
be to get what I wanted. The reputation I could do 
without.” 

“Well, I also understand you own one of the largest 
ranches in northern Nevada, even bigger than the 
Perkins spread. Now tell me, does that belong to you, 
or is that your daddy’s?” 

Jed reached over and swatted the mangy mutt away 
from their cooking meat. 

“All of us Bodines are Texas born,” he said, 
forlornly, “but my dad and I never hit it off that well. 
Too much alike, my mamma used to say. The home 


ranch is still in Texas, and that’s where my dad hangs 
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his hat. The ranch in Nevada belongs to me alone, and 
was some hard won, I might add.” 

“Well, where did all this recent money come from 
that paid off the Perkins’ debt? And how is it that you 
happen to be here at just the right time?” 

“You weren’tlying. Youreally are full of questions,” 
Jed said, while reaching for one of the now done hunks 
of roasted meat. 

“Well?” queried a relentless Marble Johnson. 

Jed had to smile at his curious friend. He didn’t 
seem to mind the questions coming from Marble. 

“Dad wired me to get here. He’s been using me for 
years, as his troubleshooter.” 

“Troublemaker’s more like it,” the older man 
mumbled under his breath. 

Jed only smiled and ignored the old man’s 
grumblings. He had been called worse. Then he 
continued, as if Marble had made no comment, “Then 
he sent the money to the wife of an old, old friend. Now, 


no more questions,” stated Jed Bodine, as he wrapped 
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himself in his bedroll and was almost immediately 
asleep. 

The following morning Marble was roused, it 
seemed, by the quiet of the campsite. The sun had not 
yet made its appearance, but there were the beginnings 
of vague shadows. Marble knew instinctively that he 
was alone. Even the mangy mutt was gone, and he was 
about to panic, when Jed whispered over his shoulder. 

“Let’s eat and pack up. There’s something I want 
to show ya’.” 

Marble started so severely, he wasn’t at all sure he 
wasn’t about to have a heart attack, and reached for a 
jug that was not where he’d left it. 

“I buried the booze. I need you sober for a few days,” 
stated Jed. Marble looked so startled, that Jed relented, 
saying, “I didn’t hide it from you.” And pointing at a 
large, grotesquely formed old pine, continued, “It’s 
buried at the base of that old tree. You can retrieve it at 
any time. If you don’t want breakfast, let’s move out.” 

The dog was busy masticating their now cold and 


unfinished dinner. Why the animal hadn’t devoured it in 
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the night, Marble could only wonder, as he mounted his 
old nag to follow this vivacious, gun toting youth that 
just happened to be old beyond his years. As they rode 
side by side among the large pines, with a profusion of 
accumulated nettles beneath their horse’s hooves that 
would confound the world’s greatest tracker, Jed began 
a dialog that was both frightening and fascinating to 
the old town drunk. 

“T have the strangest feeling that we are about to 
travel in an area that’s never been seen by another 
human being.” 

They left the pines to enter an immense grove of 
aspen, and as they were forced to ride single file because 
of their density, Jed continued, while zigzagging, and 
at the same time climbing almost straight up, “I can’t 
take no credit for this. I was simply following the mutt 
while he chased a rabbit. But I have a real good feeling 
about this place.” 

As Jed talked, there was a break in the aspen grove, 
with a clearing of almost a full mile, while it turned 


north and inclined up and up, while at the same time 
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curving like a corkscrew. This incline was covered 
with tall native grass, and Marble had to believe that no 
other man had ever found or even seen this spectacle. 

“But where does it end?” he asked of the younger 
man in front of him. 

“Tt ends on a plateau twenty miles wide by twenty 
miles long, with a large, beautiful lake in its center, 
and thousands of herd animals roaming the open plain. 
Mountains that reach the heavens and more gold then 
you can count in the thousands of streams that flow 
from the heights to fill the lake.” 

“How the hell do you know that?” asked a perplexed 
Marble Johnson. 

“I don’t,” responded Jed, then explained, “but I’ve 
always believed a stupid question, deserved at least as 
stupid an answer.” 

Marble made it a point to keep his mouth shut, 
as they continued to climb and circle. When nightfall 
arrived, he broke his silence. 

“The only creatures that could spend a night on this 


incline, would be a goat with shorter legs on one side of 
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his body than the other,” said Marble. “As a matter of 
fact, I’ve been thinking for sometime now, that if I fell 
off my horse, I'd likely slide down this mountainside 
for a week.” 

Jed laughed, and in his excitement, answered, 
“We'll continue on to level ground.” 

It seemed many hours later, with a full moon 
shinning brightly, while the multitude of stars that 
gleamed down upon them was almost blinding. The 
trail narrowed and flattened, and they made camp 
immediately, and sat around their fire impatiently 


waiting the dawn. 
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CHAPTER 5 


ed looked across the fire at Marble Johnson. 

J “Did you ever as a kid, ride down small 
hills on a snow shovel?” 

“T guess every kid did,” was the older man’s reply. 

“Can you imagine riding down the hill we just 
came up, on a snow shovel in winter?” 

The old town drunk blanched. 

“You know? You're crazier than I thought.” 

Jed laughed, and said, “On the way up here, Jed 
then stopped and laughed, then said, “T actually had 


thoughts of tumbling over backwards, and Bet and | 
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not stopping until we were a mushy pile at the foot of 
the mountain.” 

He allowed a rush of air to escape his lungs, and 
shook his head from side to side in wonder. There was 
no more conversation for the next hour, as each man 
sat silently nursing his own thoughts. 

As the sun rose, they were the first people on earth 
to be privileged to view this sight in full daylight, and 
the surrounding’s were exactly as Jed had predicted 
facetiously. Right down to the large, beautiful lake in 
the center of this massive, mountain plateau, with wild 
herds of dear, elk, and of all things, buffaloes roaming 
as far as the eye could see. Whereas the natural trees in 
the area of Santa Fe were American elms, cottonwoods, 
firs, maples, honey locusts pinion pines and junipers, 
here there were nothing but tall, glorious and gracious 
conifers. There were mountains on one side that did 
indeed reach to the heavens. At the very least, they 
disappeared into the clouds, and their peaks were not 


apparent. However, the many small streams, and in 
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one case a lovely waterfall, flowed to the base of the 
mountain, and ultimately into the crystal blue lake. 

They spent one full day gawking at their 
surroundings, and the next ten fishing, but ate only 
the fish they caught and the supplies they had brought. 
Both deciding they hadn’t the gumption to fire a shot 
in the solitude of this paradise. Jed could only dream of 
sharing this wonder with Holly Perkins, but made no 
mention of it to Mister Johnson. 

At the end of their holiday, Jed approached the 
thoroughly dried out, old former drunk. 

“IT could use a drink,” said Jed. And don’t you think 
it’s about time we went to solving the Perkins’ rustling 
problem?” 

“What is it about people? That every time I get off 
the sauce, somebody wants a drink and they drag me 
right along with “em?” 

Jed looked at Marble seriously. 

“Maybe you'd best think about who’s dragging 


whom?” queried Jedadiah. 
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“What the hell does that mean?” asked Marble. 
But before Jed could respond, the old man continued, 
“Oh, well, don’t go all serious on me, son. I could use 
a drink my own self, and to tell you the truth, I don’t 
give a damn about who’s and whom’s.” 

Jed had to laugh, as they broke camp and headed 
back down the mountain. Going down was a whole lot 
more scary then coming up, but their mounts seemed 
up to it, and they successfully achieved the dense 
aspen grove, and ultimately were back in the pines and 
headed toward the destination of the known trail of 
rustled Perkins cattle. 

Once off their secret mountain, Marble and 
Jedadiah resumed their pistol practice, for Jed, a daily 
ritual for years. It was finally agreed upon between 
the two that Marble would never cut the mustard as a 
pistolero, but the old timer was damn proficient with a 
rifle, and that became the implement that he practiced 
with religiously. 

It had rained seriously since the duo had first 


discerned the stolen cattle tracks headed into the 
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mountains, and though Jed cussed himself for a 
malingerer, still they knew the general direction of the 
fleeing cattle, and went straight into the mountains at 
that remembered point to investigate. They had picked 
up a single jug, and were taking generous slugs. 

“Look at that damn trail, Jed,” said the old man 
eventually, “it piddles along till it almost peters out.” 

Jedadiah Bodine was mostly sober, but still couldn't 
help but laugh. 

“It does what?” he questioned. “Piddles along 
till it almost peters out? Hell! I bet you can’t say that 
again.” 

“T know damn well I can’t.” 

Before Marble could attempt to form the words, Jed 
shushed him, pointing down into a valley of hundreds 
of grazing cattle, with a cozy little cabin with smoke 
billowing from an adobe chimney. Marble stopped 
trying to duplicate his earlier efforts, and just looked in 


the direction Jed had indicated. 
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“All the comforts of home, Jedadiah. Right down 
to the warm little cabin. Lord! These people have been 
at it awhile, haven’t they?” 

“T see a corral with at least ten horses in it,” said 
Jed, while rubbing his stubbled chin, and musing over 
the situation. “I make that more folk than you and I 
should attempt to handle. What do you think?” 

“I think we ought to leave ‘em be, so we’ll know 
exactly where they are when we want ‘em. We’ll go 
get some help and come on back.” 

“Makes sense to me, old leader of men. What 
now?” questioned Jed, who had already determined 
exactly what he was going to do. 

“We head back to the Perkins spread for 
reinforcements?” 

Then looking at Jed, realized that everything he 
knew was about to hit the fan, but before he could 
react, Jed was riding full out toward the cabin with 
both handguns blazing, and there was nothing for it 
but to follow with his rifle firing as fast as he could 


lever in a new shell. Where this would take them, God 
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only knew. But in more honesty than Marble Johnson 
was inclined to share, he truly trusted this crazy youth, 
and would have followed him straight into hell. And 
as a matter of fact, he thought, J may be doing exactly 
that, right now. 

Interestingly enough, only three people ran from 
the cabin, and instead of seeking their mounts, or 
aiming and firing guns, they were pointing both arms 
straight toward heaven. The invading duo pulled rein 
in front of the cabin, with the three desperados facing 
them while attempting to poke holes in the sky with 
their extended arms. 

Marble Johnson looked over at Jed, and could 
have sworn that that young hellion was as surprised 
as he was. Or was that disappointment on the young 
gunfighter’s face. “Food for thought,” murmured the 
old drunk. 

“Great!” exclaimed Marble Johnson. Then in a 
quieter voice, asked Jed, “Now, what do we do with 


these three?” 


BARRY RAY 

The three rustlers were not armed, so Jed holstered 
his six-gun, crossed one leg over his saddle horn, and 
lit a quirly, than smiled and answered the old man, “We 
hang ‘em.” 

“I’m not up to that. Are you up to that?” questioned 
a shaking Marble Johnson. 

“Have been. Don’t much want to,” answered Jed in 
a quiet and serious voice. 

The three rustlers with hands still raised, were 
catching bits and pieces of the conversation going 
on between the two mounted men, and what little 
they heard, started them quaking in their boots. They 
recognized Marble from Santa Fe as the town drunk, but 
had no idea who the tall, serious faced, and obviously 
deadly gunman was. 

“Did your mamma’s give you three cattle rustlers 
names?” asked Jed, as he scrutinized these three burly 
bad men. 

The response to his query came from the smallest of 
these three, of which all were at least six feet tall. They 


were all bare headed, and the speaker’s name came as 
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no surprise, with his flaming red hair and bushy red 
beard. 

“I?m Red.” Then crooking one of his extended arms, 
only at the wrist, pointed to the others consecutively, 
saying, “This is Pete. And that one’s Smitty.” 

Jed restrained from smiling at the awkward posture 
of Red’s introduction, and stated his terms, “The way 
I see it, gentlemen, you've got three options.” He 
waited, but no one spoke, so he continued, “We can 
hike up to tree line and hang all three of you.” The 
threesome immediately began to shake their heads in 
the negative, as Jed went on, “or you can mount up and 
ride out of the territory. And I can promise you all, that 
if I ever see you again, Ill kill you on the spot.” Now 
their heads were shaking unanimously in the positive, 
as Jed offered his final option, “or, you can all three 
join the Perkins payroll.” 

The three gawked at the tall, mounted stranger, as 
did Marble, sitting his horse beside him. Now Jed did 
smile, as he stepped down from his horse to face the 


three rustlers, and begin an explanation of his final 
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choice. A nervous Marble remained mounted with the 
rifle he had just recently become so proficient with 
cocked and aimed at what he considered to be three 
villains. Jed cocked his hat to the back of his head. 

“The way I see it,” he said, “you three have 
accumulated a herd for the drive to market. You’ve 
moved them to better grass, and fattened them 
significantly. And it would appear to me that finding this 
magnificent range has increased your new employer’s 
holdings by at least forty to fifty thousand acres. Hell! 
Boys. You'll most likely be considered heroes. Now, 
if you agree to ride for the Perkins brand, will you 
be able to hold these cattle and this range against any 
invaders? Invaders such as those who may have just 
recently been your partners in crime.” 

Now the three were nodding in the affirmative with 
distinct enthusiasm, as well as all talking at once. Jed 
raised one hand for silence. 

“None of you have offered to name the names of 
your current employer or partners, whichever. I call 


that loyalty, even if it is misplaced. And I can tell ya’ 
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for certain, that had any one of you began to squeal like 
pigs to save your own hides, me and old Marble here, 
would have hanged all three of ya’.” 

He remounted and turned to Marble. 

“This area’s in good hands. Let’s go to town.” 

As they rode out of the valley, Jed knew that Marble 
had a million questions, and he did not want to hear 
any of them. He had made his decision, and as far as he 
was concerned, it was a done deal. Marble seemed to 
understand the silence, and had the good sense to keep 
his mouth shut. 

As they cleared the trees and reentered the original 
Perkins spread, they spied ata distance a rider that could 
only be Holly Perkins, and while she was leaning over 
her horse reading sign, Jed was again taken back by the 
young woman’s startling beauty. Even the way she sat 
astride her horse, he thought, was more gracious than 
any other woman he had ever seen. 

She seemed to sense their presence, and abruptly 
looked up. After regaining her composure, she galloped 


forward to meet the two ex-employees. Holly was 
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about to speak, but Jed spoke before she got started. 
Keep her off guard, that was his thinking. 

‘We’ ve just left your new range, and the three we 
hired sometime back have put together a nice sized, 
marketable herd. You might want to send supplies. 
Marble will draw you a map of how to get there. 
Keeping in mind two things, of course. These are big 
men, and consume a great deal of food per day. Also, 
a wagon cannot get through, so you will have to send 
pack animals. You might also want to send along three 
months back wages. Now, if you'll excuse me, I’m 
headed for Santa Fe.” 

Holly Perkins was unflappable, and now pulled her 
spotted mare in front of Jed’s stallion, inhibiting his 
intended forward motion. 

“That’s right, isn’t it?” she said coyly. “I’ve been 
to town. You have two lovely ladies waiting, don’t 
you?” 

Jedadiah Bodine removed his hat with his left 
hand, and began to rub his face with his right, saying in 


disgust, “Why do women want to play these games?” 
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Holly presented a pseudo-shocked expression, while 
Jed replaced his hat, and continued, “I have two female 
acquaintances. Maybe even friends, in Santa Fe. Why 
you want to make more of that than there is, | have no 
idea.” 

He reined his black around the young woman’s 
pinto, but couldn’t help noticing the large, know-it-all 
grin on Marble’s face. 

“I think I'll tag along,” the younger Perkins 
commented. 

Before speaking, Jed looked behind the cantle of 
Holly’s saddle, and saw no bedroll. 

“You’re hardly prepared for overnight,” he said. “ 
Why don’t you just run on home to mommy?” 

The young lady flared, and her face became 
crimson, but she waited for her temper to cool, before 
she retaliated. 

“Mister Johnson will be glad to share with me.” She 
turned to include the older man in their conversation, 


and continued, “Won't you, Marble?” 
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The old man was actually enjoying this exchange 
between these two hostile young people, but he did not 
appreciate in the least, being -put in the middle. What 
the hell, he thought. I have no choice, as he answered 
the lovely, headstrong Holly Perkins, “Why yes, 
ma’am, I’m sure I have ample blankets to keep us both 
comfortable during the night’s chill.” 

She grinned maliciously, but Marble was not about 
to look at Jed. Still, he could feel the heat of that young 
man’s smoldering glare somewhere between the 
shoulder blades. 

Holly and Marble kept up a running dialog for the 
next two days. And Jed suspected it was intentional, 
but even so, he remained silent. He had nothing to say 
to either of these people, but he had made up his mind, 
that immediately after his first beer he was going to 
poke Mister Marble Johnson right on the end of that 
bulbous nose. 

As they entered Santa Fe, Marble broke the silence 
between them, “What do ya’ think?” he asked Jed, “the 


Santa Fe Inn?” 
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‘Naa. We’ve been there. Let’s go to the Mexican 
side of town. I’ve always got along better with those 
people than Anglos anyway.” 

He didn’t so much as look in Holly’s direction, as 
he directed Bet on toward the Mexican part of town. 
When he pulled up in front of a cantina called, “Little 
Mexico,” he dismounted and tied his horse’s reins to 
the convenient hitching post. And without looking to 
see who had joined him, entered the saloon. 

He bellied up to the bar and ordered a beer. Not 
much later, Marble joined him and ordered whiskey. 
Without being asked, Marble volunteered that Holly 
had stayed on the other side of the line, with the 
intention of visiting friends and later meeting with her 
mother, who was evidently on her way to town. 

After several beers, Jed turned to Marble. 

“I was thinking about popping you one,” he said. 

“I know.” answered the now, nearly inebriated 
Marble Johnson. 

Then Jed turned and placed his elbows on the bar 


now behind him, allowing him to better survey the 
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customers, and went on as though Marble had made no 
comment, “I’ve decided not to. I hate people that get 
drunk and fight their friends.”° 

“IT know,” slurred a barely coherent Marble. 

“There’s a great big Mexican sitting at that table 
over there, and I want his hat.” 

“I know,” answered Marble for the third time. 

Jed looked over and down at his sidekick, and 
asked, “You know everything?” 

Marble commented congenially, and as though 
completely sober, “I knew you were going to do 
something stupid.” He turned his head to return Jed’s 
look, and finished, “so I brought in my rifle to cover 
your backside.” 

Jed couldn’t help but laugh, finished his beer and 
Started across the bar in the direction of a very large 
Mexican, with a really nice sombrero. As he reached 
the Mexican’s table, he said politely, and without 
preliminaries, “I want your hat. Now, if you just give it 
to me, I’ll send you over a drink, and that’s the end of 


it. What do ya’ say?” 
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The big Latin smiled maliciously. 

“T think I’ll keep my hat, Yankee. But I have a 
question for you.” 

Jed was prepared to fight, but was taken back by 
the equally polite question, and trying to shake off the 
results of several beers, asked, “What?” 

The nasty smile never left Raul Dominguez’s lips, 
as he asked, “Have you ever been whipped, Gringo?” 

“Only once. My dad whipped me when I was ten. 
Never before, and never since.” He looked down at this 
formidable Mexican, and continued, “The hat I have to 
fight for, right?” 

“Right,” answered Raul. 

“No guns. No knives. Just fist. Okay?” asked Jed, 
and Raul replied, “and maybe feet.” Ashe raised his right 
foot swiftly, to connect solidly, and with great force to 
Jedadiah’s groin. Jed’s eyes bulged, as he involuntarily 
bent forward in pure anguish. Raul looked to the bar 
and directly into the barrel of Marble’s cocked carbine, 
but decided to take a chance, as he nonchalantly stood, 


and taking the chair he was sitting in, brought it down 
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full force to the back of Jed’s head, while saying out 
loud. 

“It’s time somebody taught you a little humility, 
Yank.” 

Jed fell to his knees, but in that posture, shook his 
head and was about to regain his feet. The Mexican 
commented in respect, “Mercy! You are a tough one. 
It’s obviously going to take two chairs.” 

He turned to the table next to him, and grabbing 
another of the sturdy wooden structures, and without 
even bothering to look in Marble’s direction, preformed 
again, his earlier debilitating action. The crash was 
audible all the way out to the street. 

This time Jed went down all the way to his belly, 
but continued to shake his head, and was obviously 
still conscious. The Mexican mumbled something 
unintelligible, and reached down to assist Jed to one of 
the few remaining chairs left in the establishment, while 
Marble ran across the bar and planted the business end 
of his rifle smartly against Raul’s nose. The Mexican 


raised both hands in resignation. “I’m not going to hurt 
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your friend,” the Mexican said. “Hell! I’m not sure 
anybody could. Let’s just sit him down and get him 
another drink.” 

Marble was swaying, but his aim was true, and his 
trigger finger was applying way too much pressure to 
satisfy Raul Dominguez. 

“Not till you put your hat on his head,” said the old 
drunk. 

“You too?” questioned a confused Raul. 

“I wouldn’t have the floppy son of a bitch,” 
countered Marble. Then went on, “But it seemed 
important to Jedadiah, and that’s good enough for 
me.” 

Raul reluctantly removed his and Jed’s hat. He put 
Jed’s hat on his own head, and his sombrero on Jed’s. 
Marble released the hammer on his rifle, slammed it 
down on the table, pulled up a chair and hollered for 
whiskey. The Mexican pulled up an undamaged chair, 
sat down, slouched back and grinned at the audacity of 
these two Gringos coming into Mexican town to show 


off. 
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CHAPTER 6 


arble and Raul drank and talked together 

M... sometime before Jed was sufficiently 
cognizant to join their conversation. When Jed did 
become aware of his surroundings, he looked at his 
own hat on the Mexican’s head across the table. 

“T must have won. I’ve got the sombrero.” Marble 
and Raul looked at him and smiled, but said nothing, 
as Jed shook his head as if to rid it of cobwebs, and 
continued, “Funny, I don’t feel like a winner. But I am 
hungry.” He looked from Marble to Raul, and finished 
his thought, “I just happen to know of a place where 


they serve one hell of a breakfast.” 
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“This place wouldn’t happen to be on the other side 
of town, would it?” Raul asked, as Jed began to T1SC; 

“The food’s good. Who cares?” Jed commented 
casually, while waving one hand in the air for 
emphasis. 

“Hold it, Jed, said Marble, as the younger man 
headed for the front door of the cantina. You don’t 
seem to know Santa Fe. Mexicans aren’t allowed on 
the other side of town.” 

Jed returned to the table, placed both hands palms 
down, and said in a no nonsense tone, “I know all 
about it. I grew up in Texas. Some rules were made to 
be broken. Now, get off your duff’s, and let’s go break 
a few rules.” 

Raul was a perceptive young man, and now looked 
at Marble. 

“Why can’t we eat here? Why is he so intent on 
going into Anglo Villa to eat?” 

“He hopes to see a certain young woman,” Marble 


answered in disgust. ‘* Maybe three.” 
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Jed was tired of this conversation, as well as these 
peoples’ reluctance. 

“Give me back my hat,” said Jed in aggravation 
to Raul. I ain’t havin’ breakfast with no coward. And 
I sure as hell ain’t gonna wear his hat, let alone, allow 
him to wear mine.” 

The big Mexican stood, and was not smiling. 

“I’m keeping this hat,” said Raul, “and you’re 
keeping that one. I’m going to breakfast with you, but 
be warned, 

“I know,” Jed said while smiling hugely, “don’t 
ever call me coward again. Right?” 

“Right,” said the Mexican, with a smile of his 
own. 

Jed was no stranger when it came to manipulating 
people, and now smiled his broadest as he again 
approached the front door of the Little Mexico Cantina. 
Marble Johnson, as he exited the small saloon with the 
two big men, wondered what in the world was coming 


next? 
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As they entered the cafe part of the hotel where 
Shannon O’ Neil reined supreme, they seated themselves 
far from the front door, and as far as Jed could get from 
the table occupied by Holly and Joan Perkins. Marble’s 
ex-wife did not at any time approach their table. They 
were served strictly by Shannon, and unless Jed missed 
his guess, that pretty little lady seemed to have eyes only 
for Raul Dominguez. And he was about to comment 
on same, shame on him, when lovely Samantha Mack 
entered and walked directly to their table. 

All three of the gentlemen rose to offer the young 
woman a chair. She smiled graciously and accepted. 
Marble looked over at the Perkins table, and couldn’t 
possibly not notice that Holly was fuming, while her 
mother supported a grand, and satisfied smile. 

That’s when Marble Johnson decided two things. 
He was going to crawl back into his bottle and stay 
there, and this atmosphere could turn out to be a hell 
of a lot more hostile than it was at that small cantina of 
the night before. And here he was, without his new and 


treasured rifle. 


90 


TROUBLESHOOTER 

Shannon and Samantha had become good friends, 
and with the breakfast crowd gone, Shannon joined 
Jed, Marble, Raul and Sam at their table for coffee and 
Bear-claws—a sweet pastry in the shape of the animal’s 
foot it’s named after. 

As the group carried on a casual conversation, 
Marble’s head was on a swivel. He felt something 
under the surface was going on between Shannon and 
Raul, but could not put his finger on it. He would have 
to ask Jed later. That youngster was more astute than 
he himself had ever dared to be. But Marble certainly 
didn’t miss the action when Milo Sovern, Crusty 
Matthews’s foreman, and Holly Perkins rose from their 
tables at the same time, with the obvious intention of 
approaching the table he sat at. 

Holly noticed their enemy’s foreman moving 
toward Jed’s table and returned to join her mother, but 
Milo kept right on coming. Marble had known Milo 
for years, and because of that understood the man’s 
capabilities. He may be fifty years old, and only five 


feet six inches tall, but he weighed at least two hundred 
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and thirty pounds, and it was every bit muscle. He 
could whip anybody on his boss’s ranch, and that took 
in almost sixty rowdy cowpunchers. 

As he reached their table, Marble stood and made 
the appropriate introductions. Milo did not smile. Did 
not shake hands, and in no other way acknowledge the 
introductions. 

“We don’t allow Mex’s on this side of town,” he 
said simply. 

A couple of things went through Marble’s mind. 
He knew Milo did not have a single Mexican on his 
crew, and had heard he would never hire one. Also that 
he had initiated the rule against any, other than Anglos, 
crossing the imaginary line in the middle of Santa Fe. 

Marble should have guessed what was coming 
next, he had watched Jed practice with hand guns, 
and never failed to marvel at the speed with which 
this young man could move, but he obviously hadn’t 
seen anything yet, as Jedadiah said to Raul as that man 


began to rise to meet this challenge. 
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“Allow me, friend,” said Jed, in a friendly enough 
voice. 

And with that, Jed stood while grasping his chair 
firmly, and with a motion almost impossible to follow, 
picked it up and brought it down on the foreman’s head 
with ruinous force. 

“You want to get up and be a gentleman,” Jed said 
quietly, “you’re welcome. If not. There are plenty of 
chairs in this room.” 

Jed looked over at Raul, smiled and winked. The 
big Mexican reared back and began to laugh. 

Marble couldn’ t help but notice the sly smiles on the 
faces of the two ranch hands that had been breakfasting 
with their foreman, as they now approached to help 
Milo to his feet and out the front door. As the door 
slammed, they all heard a thud, and the terrified yelp 
of an obviously kicked and injured dog. 

Jed was furious, as he jumped to his feet and ran 
to the door. He kicked it from its leather hinges, and it 
landed at the feet of the now turned threesome in the 


middle of the street. 
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The mongrel mutt Jed had semi-adopted, lie 
twenty feet away whimpering, but unmoving. With a 
control inherent to most gunfighters, Jedadiah said in 
a normal tone, “You seem to be big at kicking dogs. 
How do you do with men?” Before the ramrod could 
reply, Jed went on in that same quiet, but deadly voice, 
directed at the two cowhands standing on each side of 
Milo Sovern. “You two want to back that dog kicker’s 
play, I'll understand, but I'll say no prayers over your 
graves.” 

The two almost simultaneously raised their hands. 

“Hey!” the one to the right of Milo stated. “We’re 
just hired hands. We’re not gun handy.” 

Milo sneered at one, then the other. 

“Get away from me,” Milo growled at his cowhands. 
“You're both yella’. I'll handle this pup, just like I did 
his mangy dog.” 

Jed smiled, reached for makings and began to roll 
a cigarette. He knew small, strong men could be very 
fast, but he hadn’t lived thirty years and a good portion 


of that among the worst of the bad men in the west, 


94 


TROUBLESHOOTER 
without learning how to read another individual’s 
ability. 

This old man may be hell on wheels in a fistfight, 
but he was all bluster when it came to guns, and Jed 
had already decided to hurt him, not kill him. As he 
applied the match to his cigarette with his left hand, 
and squinted through the smoke, Milo Sovern drew his 
gun. Jed had seen slower men, but they had not reached 
fifty years old, and with a big mouth. 

It seemed to Jed that he took all the time in the 
world, but to the observers his hand was a blur, and 
all would have sworn they heard only one shot, while 
actually Jed fired twice. The first took Milo in the 
right shoulder of his gun hand, the other in the top of 
his right foot. He won’t be kicking any dogs in the 
near future, was Jedadiah’s thinking, as he reloaded, 
holstered his gun and walked over toward the now 
standing and limping dog, which rapidly hurried away 
from his attentions. Jed shrugged, mumbled under his 
breath something about dumb dogs, and retraced his 


steps to the cafe. 
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As they sat at a table sipping coffee, no one had 
commented. 

“Had I known you were that quick, Gringo,” Raul 
finally said, “I would have gladly given you two of my 
hats.” 

Jed was in no mood for levity, and only presented 
a pseudo-grin while nodding. At that moment in time, 
he was nudged with a boot under the table, and looking 
up, saw Marble indicating a new arrival with a head 
gesture. 

Jed looked up to meet the cold, slate gray eyes of a 
man who knew what it was like to be feared. 

“Our Town Marshal,” Marble whispered quietly 
out of the side of his mouth. “I probably should have 
told you about him.” 

As the Marshal walked up to the table, he hooked 
a toe under a chair at the adjoining table, and without 
invitation, seated himself with his arms folded across 
the back of his chair. He then tilted his hat toward 
the ladies present. “Miss Samantha,” he said. “Miss 


O’Neil.” Then turned to Raul, and went on. “We don’t 
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see much of you on this side of town.” Raul shrugged, 
but made no comment, as Rowan Andrews, the 
Marshal of Santa Fe turned his unfriendly gaze on an 
unimpressed Jedadiah Bodine. 

“Are you the Jed Bodine from Texas?” he asked. 
“Or are you the Jed Boding from up Nevada way, 
who went there by way of the Hole, in the Wyoming 
Territory?” 

Jed presented this uppity town Marshal with an 
impudent smile. 

“Both, I reckon,” he answered. 

He sipped his coffee, then turned his head toward 
Shannon O’ Neil, and asked if he could talk her out of 
a piece of her magnificent apple pie. She was shocked 
at the casual request, as she had been listing intently 
to the town Marshal’s inquires, while taking every 
opportunity to stare in appreciation at Raul Dominguez. 
She agreed immediately, and rose and headed for the 
kitchen. 

“Make it two,” hollered the Marshal after her. 


Then he reached for Shannon’s cup, refilled it from the 
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coffeepot, and also began to sip. Cat and mouse hell, 
thought a distraught Marble Johnson, this is a game of 
cat and cat. 

“I know your daddy,” commented Rowan Andrews 
casually. 

“T know,” answered Jed, just as casually. 

The Marshal looked at Jed, as Shannon returned 
with pie for all, and as Jed took a fork-full, Rowan 
said, “Long time no see, Jedadiah.” 

“Oh, I don’t know. It hasn’t been all that long since 
the Hole. Course I don’t recollect you totin a badge in 
those days.” 

Rowan Andrews smiled for the first time in the 
remembrance of any one in Santa Fe, and said around 
his own mouthful of pie, “People around here don’t 
know that Rowan Andrews. I'd as soon keep it that 
way.” 

He then took the time to look at everyone present 
individually, and there was little doubt in those minds, 


that they were to keep their collective mouths shut as 


well. 
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The Perkins’ picked that particular time to join 
Jed’s table. 

“Peers to me, all the action is at this table,” said 
Joan Perkins. And while pulling up a chair for herself 
and her daughter, commented further, “I’m sure you 
won t mind if we join you.” Then she looked at Jed, and 
continued, “I'd like to thank you for the new pasture, 
and I thought you’d want to know. | sent Pete back to 
the ranch to deliver enough grub to feed three large 
men for a month. Along with back wages.” 

Jed had to smile at this clever woman, who knew to 
take care of business first, and was about to comment on 
her sagacious attitude. When the temporarily installed 
front door, was again knocked from its purchase, only 
this time to fly inward, and was immediately followed 
by six men with drawn guns. 

Leading this group was a short, stout man with a 
bandaged right shoulder and limping profusely on his 
right foot. Among these villains, and that’s all they 
were in Jed’s mind, because they had attacked an 


establishment where they knew women were present, 
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was Owen Martin, the bunkhouse bully, and Jed’s old 
acquaintance, Drue Pierce. The things that happened 
in the next ten seconds would take considerably longer 
to tell. 

Jed turned their table on it’s edge, thinking to protect 
the women, while the hard eyed Marshal, thinking only 
of Samantha Mack, moved swiftly between her and the 
gunmen. Raul shoved Shannon O’Neil not too gently 
to the floor, while Jed himself stepped between the 
gunmen and the Perkins women. And Marble Johnson, 
of all things, thought Jedadiah, rushed across the cafe 
to protect his ex-wife, who had stuck her curious nose 
out the kitchen door. 

While all this furious activity was going on, Jed 
seemed to notice he was standing and facing a barrage 
of bullets from the front of the establishment. His two 
guns miraculously appeared in his hands, and without 
knowing how or when, he felt the impact of both pistol 
grips jolting the heel of both hands in recoil. 

Jed watched in fascination, as two of the invaders 


went down in a fusillade of slugs, while one caught 
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a long, slim, bone handled knife under the chin and 
through the neck. Raul’s work he surmised. It was over 
in seconds, and after investigation in the heavily smoke 
filled cafe, it was found that four of the six intruders 
were dead. One of which was Owen Martin. Raul had 
indeed; put his pig-sticker through that man’s throat. 
The two troublemakers, Milo and Pierce, were 
nowhere to be found. Holly Perkins was bleeding 
from the neck, but on Jed’s instant observation, he 
determined it to be only a graze. Raul had a bullet 
lodged in his upper leg, and was lying on his back, 
bleeding all over the place, with Shannon hovering 
over him. The Marshal had taken two slugs, one in the 
left shoulder, and one in the chest. The chest wound, 
Jed knew, was certainly the most serious, but Santa Fe, 
it was said, had a damn fine doctor, when sober. 
Marble and his ex-wife were unscathed, and Jed 
asked that lady to bring coffee, while he sent Marble to 
fetch the doctor. He righted the table, and gently laid 
out Rowan and Raul, and directed the ladies to stanch 


the bleeding as best they could. He then walked to the 
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kitchen, laid the blade of one of his knives in the coals 
of the wood stove, and leaned heavily against the wall. 
When the blade was sufficiently hot, and indicated same 
by its dull red glow, he grabbed the familiar handle, 
raised his shirt with the other hand, and looking at the 
entrance and exit holes in his side just above the hip, 
applied the cauterizing instrument to first one, then the 
other. 

He made no sound, but staggered, leaned his back 
against the wall and slid to a sitting position on the 
floor. He had obviously lost consciousness, but had 
no idea how long he’d been out. When he looked up 
he saw Joan and Holly Perkins standing over him, and 
both had tears in their eyes. This time it was Holly who 
spoke first. 

“You are one hell of a man, Mister Bodine,” said 
Holly, while attempting to keep the sobbing out of 
her voice. “And you have my permission to spank my 
bottom for being a snob, anytime you’re a mind to.” 


He grinned stupidly. 
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“I like snobs,” was all Jed could manage to say, 
before he passed out again. 

As always, Joan Perkins was intent on tending to 

the business at hand, as she produced from somewhere 

a sheet-looking affair, and knelt to wrap it around Jed’s 


middle. 
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CHAPTER 7 


4 =|) the doctor get here?” was Jed’s 
first question, when he regained 
consciousness. 

“He did,” was Joan Perkins’s response. Then 
she went on to explain, “He isn’t sober, so Marble is 
applying one of his own remedies.” 

Jed now realized he could hear the retching and 
vomiting. 

‘How are Raul and the Marshal holding up?” he 
asked. 
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Joan smiled, and sitting on the floor next to Jed, 
responded, “They’ve never had so much tender loving 
care in their lives.” 

“Shannon and Samantha are hovering over the two 
wounded heroes,” Holly explained, because Jed looked 
confused, “as though they were both the original boon 
to womankind.” 

‘How in the world can you be such a hypocrite, 
Holly?” asked Joan Perkins with impatience, as she 
looked up at her still standing daughter. As her only 
child looked at her in astonishment, Joan in a softer 
voice, continued, “I noticed your sobbing tears, when 
you thought this hulk next to me was in pain.” 

Holly was thoroughly flabbergasted. 

“Mother!” she exclaimed. “How could you?” Then 
she turned and walked from the kitchen. 

Jed smiled, as he shook his head in recognition of 
these two women’s ongoing feud, that obviously had 
something to do with finding a man that Holly could 
find acceptable. Joan leaned the back of her head against 


the wall and began to laugh, while saying through her 
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bursts of hilarity, “Thank goodness for you, Jedadiah 
Bodine.” 

“Whoa now! Mrs. Perkins,” exclaimed Jed. “I’m 
down. I’m not out. Don’t even think about tying me to 
that, admittedly lovely, but altogether too headstrong 
daughter of yours.” 

Before Joan could further her argument in Holly’s 
defense, Jed struggled to his feet and walked from the 
kitchen to check on the two gunshot victims. Marble 
Johnson had evidently made marvelous progress with 
the drunken doctor, for that man was now tending 
wounds with dispatch. 

Raul’s leg wound was easily handled. The Marshal’s 
chest wound was another matter, and evidently, the 
bullet had lodged too near the heart for the capabilities 
of a too recently drunken doctor’s shaking hands. 

Marble looked at Jed apologetically, and 
understanding the dilemma, Jed asked him to fetch Joan 
Perkins, as he himself took the probing instrument from 
the doctor’s trembling hands. As Joan appeared at Jed’s 


side, they both looked into the open eyes of Marshal 
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Rowan Andrews, and Jed said so quietly no one else 
could hear, “I never liked you much anyway. And I’m 
probably going to kill you with this instrument.” 

This he said while waving the forceps in front of a 
conscious, but seemingly paralyzed Rowan Andrews. 
The Man’s slate gray eyes flashed dangerously, as Jed 
continued, “I don’t know whether you’ re in pain or not, 
but I have nothing to relieve that situation but this.” 

This time he waved a knuckled fist in front of the 
man’s face. Joan said nothing, but grasped Jed’s arm in 
opposition, as Jed continued his dialog to the invalid, 
“By the way. You might want to fight for your life, 
because if you die, I win. I might even decide to take 
your girl.” 

Then with a short, powerful right fist, Jed rendered 
the Marshal unconscious. He flinched at the pain in his 
side that he’d caused himself, then went to digging for 
a bullet with a steady hand. 

After what seemed hours, Jed pulled the bullet from 
the chest cavity of the Marshal of Santa Fe. He noticed 


the man was still alive and breathing, so plunked back 
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on he backside, flung the forceps, along with the slug 
clear across the room, and hollered, “Marble! Shoot 
that damn doctor.” 

He heard running footsteps, and looked up in time 
to see the other town drunk exit the establishment, and 
he relaxed and began to laugh till it hurt, and it really 
did, but he noticed that everybody else was laughing 
with him. 

It was almost a week later, with Jed standing above 
a Marshal Rowan Andrews, while that man pleaded 
with him to take up the badge until he was again able, 
when Joan Perkins came into the room and grabbed 
Jed by one arm. 

“It’s time we went back to the ranch, young man.” 
And without relinquishing her grip on his arm, steered 
him out of the room and toward the Santa Fe Inn, 
explaining, “You're going to have to go in and get 
Mister Johnson. He has sworn never to take another 
sober breath. And so far, he’s been a man of his 


word.” 
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She smiled, as Jed laughed and began to move 
toward the saloon. He stopped at the door, and looked 
back at Joan Perkins. 

‘“Where’s my Mexican?” he wanted to know. 

She continued to smile, as she responded, “Raul 
thought getting and staying drunk, was a fine idea. 
You’ ll find them together.” 

Jed was still smiling as he entered the saloon, but 
had already decided that to attempt any kind of rational 
conversation with two drunks would be useless. He 
walked up to their table, and as they began to clap 
their hands and cheer, he took a chair and brought it 
crashing down on Raul’s head. After taking out the 
most dangerous and unpredictable of the two, he now 
simply reached across the table and delivered a short 
right fist to Marble’s chin. He looked around to check 
the opposition, and saw Knobby behind the bar with 
both hands raised in submission, then grabbed both of 
his derelicts by the scruffs of their neck, and proceeded 


to drag them outside. 
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Joan and Holly Perkins met him in front of the 
saloon, and he asked them to fetch his black, Marble’s 
knot-head, and grab up the Marshal’s hay-burner for 
Raul. Then he stood over his friends waiting the ladies 
return while leaning against the flimsy hitching post. 
As the Perkins women returned, a totally recovered, 
mangy mongrel followed them. Joan was in the process 
of saying what a beautiful gentleman horse was Bet, 
when that detestable animal reached over and nipped 
Jed directly on the so recently healing side wound. This 
time he hollered in pain, and had to be restrained by 
Joan and Holly both, from planting his large hard fist 
right on the soft nose of this vicious carnivore. Sensing 
the excitement, the dog barked and nipped at Bet’s 
heels, and received a sound kick for his efforts. 
Nobody had seen or heard from the Perkins’ 
enemy, Crusty Matthews, and it was believed that 
Milo had gone into hiding after his unsuccessful attack 
on Shannon O’Neil’s hotel and cafe. Understandable, 
thought Jedadiah. Shooting a town Marshal was as 


much a hanging offence as was cattle rustling, and 
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when this particular Marshal was up and around again, 
Milo would be in some real serious trouble. 

As they were leaving for the Perkins spread, the 
Overland Stage came tearing into town in a cloud of 
dust. And as those famous teamsters were inclined, 
they stopped all six horses by standing then all on their 
hindquarters. This was always a sight to see, and as 
Jed watched, he was stunned by the first patron out of 
the coach, and even further shaken, by the lady that 
followed him. 

He had no choice but to ride over and greet his 
parents. On second thought, Jed looked over at Joan 
Perkins, and saw a large grin on her face. 

“Damn! Woman. Is there anything you don’t 
know?” 

“As a matter of fact there is, young man,” she 
surprised him by saying, “I’m wondering when you’ re 
going to propose marriage to my daughter?” 

Jed decided this was too many shocks in one day, 


and further decided that he would just handle these 


112 


TROUBLESHOOTER 
crises One at a time, as he rode over to welcome his 
folks to Santa Fe. 

“LP ve got sixty hands riding in,” Was the first thing 
out of the elder Bodine’s mouth. “I sent a wire to 
Nevada, and you've got forty of your people on the 
way. You think we’ll need more than that to clean up 
this range?” 

“No, Dad, I think that will be plenty. The problem 
is, that what ever is going to happen, will happen before 
your reinforcements can get here.” 

He was interrupted by the hugging and kissing 
of his mother, and a question that almost felled him, 
‘Have you met Holly? Do you like her?” 

Almost at a loss for words, Jed did not just respond, 
but retaliated. 

“I’ve met her, Mom. She hates me, and | hate her 
back.” 

Far from being intimidated, the matriarch of the 
Bodines, and most of Texas for that matter, said in a 


hushed tone, “That’s alright sweetheart. Your daddy 
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and I didn’t get along at first either. Where is she? Is 
she here?” 

Joan Perkins had dismounted to hug the two 
Bodines, while Jed, feeling a little ornery, decided to 
have some fun at his parent’s expense. 

“Mom. Dad. I’d like to introduce you to my two 
good friends.” 

He winked at Joan, as he grabbed the reins of two 
horses with mumbling drunks aboard, and pulled them 
forward for a proper introduction. The interesting thing 
about Jed’s folks was that they both had the same first 
name, and he was about to provide for himself some 
small amusement. Marble and Raul were definitely 
incoherent, but they were at least conscious, as Jed 
began, “I’d like you two to meet my mom and dad. 
Raul. This is Carroll Bodine, and this is Carol Bodine. 
Carroll, this is Raul Dominguez. Carol, this is Raul 
Dominguez. Marble. This is Carroll Bodine, and this is 
Carol Bodine. Mom. Dad. This...” 

But before he could continue, his father, Carroll 


Bodine, interrupted Him, “You’re not too old to spank, 
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Jedadiah,” his father said. “Keep it up, and that’s where 
you're headed.” 

Jed responded to this reprimand good-naturedly, 
by asking, “Breeding a scab on the end of my nose, am 
I, Daddy?” 

Holly had joined the group at this point in time, 
and Joan interceded in time to save Jed from another 
scolding, by introducing her daughter, and explaining 
that Jed had been recently shot, and was not yet himself. 
Carol Bodine, Jed’s mother, became all business. 

“You're still standing, so you’re obviously not 
dead. How bad are you hurt?” she asked her son. 

Jed was not in the least surprised. He knew this 
frontier woman better than anyone alive, including his 
dad. And when the chips were down, mom was up. 

“I’m sorry, Mom. I was just having a little fun. ’m 
just fine.” 

At this point, the dirt street of Santa Fe in front 
of the Overland Stage office irrupted with thundering 
hooves and random gunfire. There were no less than ten 


in this group, and Jed, in what seemed one fluid motion, 
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knocked his mother to the ground, then grabbed Joan, 
Holly, Raul and Marble, likewise pitching them into 
the dirt. Then with both guns drawn, turned to meet the 
attacking force, whose gunfire was no longer random. 

Jed couldn’t help but notice the dominate figure 
next to him, standing straddled legged over his mother 
for her protection, while both of his hands were filled 
with blazing revolvers. He soon realized that both of 
his hands were filled as well, and the invaders had 
small hope of hitting anyone from their mounted and 
running horses, while the two Bodines methodically 
mowed down the opposition. 

Jed had to give Milo Sovern his due, as that 
bandage wrapped individual led this charge as he had 
the other, and like that assault, he again managed to 
escape. When Carroll and Jedadiah Bodine reloaded 
and holstered their guns, there were nine bodies in the 
dirt street of Santa Fe, New Mexico, and Drew Pierce 
was also not among them. 

Mother Bodine had fired only one shot from 


her small derringer, and swore that one of the fallen 
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belonged to her. Jed was not all that sure that his gentle 
mother wasn’t about to go forth and scalp the one she’d 
shot. And he knew as well as he was still alive, that had 
he or his dad been shot and killed, she would have done 
just that. He was further impressed to note that both 
Joan and Holly had small revolvers firmly grasped in 
their tiny hands, and both barrels were smoking. 

He and his father were no little disgusted at the 
two figures in sleeping repose, nestled comfortably 
beneath Bet, The Black Beast, who never wavered in 
crises. Even the mongrel dog nipped at the two drunk’s 
clothing, in order to gain their attention. They merely 
slept on. 

The Perkins family was real cow folk. These 
women wore pants and rode their horses astraddle. As 
a result, there was no buggy in town to transport the 
elder Bodines out to the ranch. At this inconvenience, 
the two likewise cattle ranchers scoffed and treated the 
situation as truly insignificant, while Carroll Bodine 
hollered at his son to rent them a couple of suitable 


mounts, and a pack horse for mother’s goods. 
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In the next two days, and on the way to the Perkins 
ranch, the two drunks sobered, and while Marble was 
still complaining to Jed about his forceful removal 
from his favorite watering hole, the bald man and the 
Mexican made a much more favorable impression upon 
the elder Bodine. Old Pete Smith was there to meet the 
returning owners and their guests. He explained all was 
quiet, and there were no problems on the home front. 
While the man spoke, Jed had a fleeting, intangible 
thought that went something like; how could a man 
work around cattle for fifty years and not recognize 
poisonous grass? But it escaped him as he, Marble and 
Raul put up in the bunkhouse, while the older Bodines 
were situated in the main house. 

Jed considered the next week nothing, if not boring. 
It was work as usual on a functioning cattle ranch. But 
on the evening of the eighth day, and with the tired 
hands sitting around a convivial dinner meal at the 
bunkhouse, they were again attacked, and this time, 
not by a measly six or ten gunman, but apparently the 


whole of Crusty Matthews’ formidable force. 
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s the gunfire began, Jed turned to Raul. 

A ‘Take charge of the Mexican hands. We 
don’t have time for translation. Get ‘em into firing 
position, and for God’s sake, try to keep ‘em alive.” He 
turned to Pete Smith, and continued, “head up to the 
main house. Give ‘em what help you can, and you’d 
best make some noise to let ‘em know it’s you, or mom 
and dad will sure as hell shoot ya’.” 

He grabbed Marble, who had already armed himself 
with his favorite rifle, and dragged him along behind 


him. 
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“You and I are going out in the dark,” said Jed. 
“We’re gonna sneak up on these bastards and perforate 
their hides.” | 

They left the bunkhouse none to soon, as it, the barn, 
the tack room, and every other structure, including the 
main house began to burn. As soon as Jedadiah noticed 
the burning buildings, he changed direction. 

“We can’t fight these people and fire too,” he said 
to Marble. “Get to the barn and start saddling horses 
as fast as your decrepit old body will allow. Tie ropes 
around all their necks and bring ‘em around to the rear 
of the main house. I’ve got to get our people out of 
there.” 

Jed was still talking as he began to run. As he 
crashed through the front door, his mom and dad both 
took potshots at him, but he had anticipated as much, 
and came in low. At the same time, hollering for those 
in the house not to shoot him. As the people in the main 
ranch house recognized Jed’s voice, they immediately 


ceased shooting and converged on him. 
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He explained they were about to go out the back 
windows because the doors may be covered, when 
Joan began to scream that she could not leave all her 
worldly goods. Jed held her by both arms firmly, and 
said in a calming voice, “As you so aptly stated. Those 
things are worldly. You are a strong, sensible woman. 
Let’s save lives.” 

He then ran through the house and burst through a 
back window. He drew very little gunfire, but enough 
that he knew he must hunt down and kill those watching 
their retreat. Jed lie still while listening, and when he 
heard someone approach him from behind, he spun 
with gun in hand, and only in the nick of time did he 
recognize Holly. She jogged up in a crouched position 
to join him on the ground, and only then did she say, 
to Jedadiah’s surprise, “You’re not going anywhere 
without me, Mister Bodine.” 

“Tying your tail to my kite, are ya’?” 

“You got it, Bucko. Let’s go kill some intruders.” 

On impulse, Jed reached over and planted a kiss 


on the side of this intrepid young woman’s face, and 
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as she turned her head, it turned out to be a whole lot 
more than a simple, platonic peck on the cheek. Jed 
was still staggered, as Holly began to creep forward. 
And he could have sworn, he heard her chuckle. 

He had determined that there were but two of the 
opposing force stationed behind the house, and he had 
already ascertained their approximate location. As Jed 
crept up beside the aggressive Holly Perkins, she turned 
to whisper in his ear, “What’s it like in Nevada?” 

Jed feigned aggravation. 

“Will you cut that out,” he said. “We’re out here to 
kill people, and you want to make love?” 

This lovely and vivacious creature began to laugh, 
and before Jed could hush her, dirt spattered their faces 
as shots rang out. From the light of each explosion, Jed 
now had their enemy located precisely, and jumping 
up, ran directly at one of the flashes. 

As Jed came up to this man’s position, he was 
greatly relieved he hadn’t been shot at, and he now 
knew why. This poor fool was looking down while 


reloading his rifle. Jed sensed Holly behind him, and 
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did not hesitate, but shot the man in the top of his head. 
Holly gagged, but maintained, as Jed moved off in the 
direction of their other assailant. 

This one turned out to be even easier, as Marble 
came around the corner of the house making enough 
noise to wake the dead, the last bushwhacker stood 
erect while silhouetting himself in the moonlight. Jed 
fired, and hearing a bullet whiz by his left ear, knew 
that Holly had seen the man, and fired as well. 

When he approached the fallen victim, his 
assumption was confirmed. He had two neat holes in 
his chest. Jed caught Holly’s hand, and together they 
scampered off toward Marble and the horses. 

Everybody was now out of the burning building, 
mounted and ready to ride. 

“Where to, Son?” was the elder Bodine’s simple 
question. 

“Damn! I hate to run, Dad,” answered Jed. 


“Fight another day, boy.” 


BARRY RAY 

Jed realized his father was right, but it still smarted 
to turn tail. Jed rode the black stallion up beside Marble 
mounted on his jug-head. 

‘How many horses you got here?” he asked in a 
quiet voice. 

“T don’t know. Enough for everybody I hope.” 

‘What about my Mexicans?” asked Jed. 

“Yeah! Them too,” answered Marble Johnson. 

“Where are they? And Raul?” 

“Hell, I don’t know, Jed. You sent ‘em off 
somewhere.” 

Marble was getting real nervous about all these 
questions. Nobody had depended on him for years. 
And now he remembered, that it was never a very 
comfortable position for him. While Marble was 
feeling sorry for himself, Jed shocked everyone 
present, by hollering at the top of his voice, and this in 
a supposedly silent escape. 

“Raul! Bring your people to the back of the main 
house. Now! And you’d sure as hell better get here 


before old Crusty’s people do.” 
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It was a matter of seconds, not minutes, before Raul 
and his small contingent of ten, were among them and 
mounted. 

“Take us to our mountain, old man,” Jed said to 
Marble in a normal voice. 

Marble Johnson smiled in the dark, and led the 
way, while Jed fell back beside his father. 

“Getting there is going to be tough, Dad. But you’ re 
about to witness paradise on earth.” 

They heard random fire in the distance behind 
them, but once they reached tree line, Jed relaxed. He 
knew well, the impossibility of anyone following them 
through these soft pine nettles. 

This time Jed and Marble decided it would be best 
to camp at the bottom of the sharp incline, thereby 
enabling them to make it up the side of their mountain 
in the daylight hours. That night, Holly sat up her 
bedroll in an uncomfortably close proximity to that 
of Jed Bodine. And the following morning he found 


they were cheek to cheek, with a self-satisfied Joan 
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Perkins and Carol Bodine looking down at them as 
they awoke. 

Jed was more gruff than necessary, as he gathered 
the survivors and headed them up the mountain behind 
a once again relaxed and confident Marble Johnson. 
They reached the plateau before nightfall, and this 
group looked in wonder at the magnificence of Jed and 
Marble’s glorious sanctuary. 

“It grabs ya’, doesn’t it, Dad?” Jed said quietly to 
his father, in more of a statement filled with wonder, 
than a question. 

“TI would never run stock up here, Son.” Then with 
even more feeling, Carroll Bodine stated again, “I 
would never run stock up here. This is God’s country, 
boy.” 

That night as they sat around the fire enjoying 
venison killed down the mountain, as Marble and Jed 
had agreed that not a single shot was ever to be fired 
within hearing of their contentedly grazing wild herds, 


Jed’s dad made an off the cuff statement. 
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“When this is over, | have a good friend down 
Florida way that needs help.” 

Jed was beside himself, and truly had no idea how 
to respond. 

“Dad!” eventually, Jed simply blurted out, ““That’s 
the other side of the world. Besides, 

I’ve got a ranch to run.” 

As if Carroll Bodine hadn’t listened to his son, he 
went on, “He has a real nice spread, but those pesky 
Seminoles are giving him fits. I’ve got a gut feeling 
you could handle this one in almost no time at all.” 
Then realizing what his son had said, the elder Bodine 
continued, “You don’t have to worry about your ranch. 
I’ve hired a man to run it for you. He’s on his way there 
now.” 

“Dad!” was all that Jed could come up with, as 
the patriarch of the Bodine clan went on to say in 
chastisement, “You’ve never had a foreman. You’ve 
always needed one anyway. This guy is really good, 


and he’ll get along famously with your hired hands.” 
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Still in a state of shock, Jed could only think to say, 
“Mom! Talk to him.” 

Jed barely noticed that everyone around the fire was 
chuckling under their breaths at this tough gunfighter, 
when his mother scolded his father. 

“Carroll! The boy has a lady now. They need to go 
back to the young man’s ranch and spend time together. 
I’m looking forward to grandchildren.” 

Jed threw up his hands in complete frustration, 
and was very close to becoming angry with these 
two who seemed to want to run his life for him, but 
before he could speak, Carroll Bodine again took up 
the conversation. 

“Oh come now, mother. Jedadiah’s woman has got 
moxie. I’d even venture to say she can shoot as well 
as he can, and I’m sure she’ll be an asset to him in 
Florida.” 

Jed sat there with his mouth wide open, as his 
mother took back the conversation, while looking 


between Holly and her son. 
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“Florida would be a lovely place for a honeymoon. 
The weather 1s almost always warm, and it’s said to be 
so green and beautiful.” 

At a total loss for words, Jed looked from his dad, 
to his mom, to Holly who was grinning devilishly at 
him, and for the lack of anything better to say, finally 
came up with, “It’s hot and muggy there. And they’ve 
got lizards that eat people.” 

“Alligators,” corrected his father. 

“Alright. Alligators. But I had a man working for 
me one time with only one arm. He swore his daddy 
used him for bait as a child to catch those alligators. 
I never really knew whether he was pulling my leg or 
not, but he sure as hell did only have one arm.” He 
looked again at his mom and dad, and knew these 
Texas lowlanders would not be that impressed with 
what he was now about to say, but had to say it anyway. 
“Besides, Florida’s flat. There aren’t any mountains 
anywhere.” 

Holly could stand it no longer, and burst out in 


uncontrollable laughter. Her mom, and Jed’s mom and 
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dad all smiled, but he was in no way relieved. He knew 
his mom and dad all too well. 

“T thought the Seminole were one of the Five 
Civilized Tribes, Marble broke into the conversation, 
and asked, “and they, along with all the others, had 
been moved to the Oklahoma Indian Territory?” 

Jed’s dad reflected a moment. 

“That was supposed to be the way it worked,” the 
older Bodine answered thoughtfully. The Seminole 
signed all the necessary treaty papers, but then went 
straight home to Florida. Seems about the only Indians 
that went to the Indian Territory in any number, were 
the Cherokee.” 

They did very little for the next several days except 
explore this new and resplendent world. One evening 
while Jed and Marble were fishing the clear water of 
the magnificent lake for their dinner meal, Jed turned 
to the older man. 

“Do you know. the location of Crusty Matthews’ 
ranch?” he asked Marble, whom he knew had been 


around the area for years. 
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“Of course I do. It’s everywhere,” answered Marble, 
with a perplexed look on his face. 

As Jed stood to reel in a four-pound trout, he 
continued over his shoulder. 

“T mean the main structures.” 

“IT know exactly what you mean,” stated Marble, as 
he laid down his pole to help Jed retrieve their dinner. 
Then he went on to say, “but if it’s him you want, and 
not just to burn down his house like he did the Perkins’, 
you'd have better luck in town.” 

They hooked a string through the gill of their last 
fish. 

“Oh. Why is that?” Jed asked in surprise. 

“I’m not certain, but I think he owns a piece of 
Knobby’s Santa Fe Inn. He’s there a lot, and I doubt if 
that old, bald headed rustler ever put together enough 
money to buy that place himself.” Marble lifted his 
hat to scratch at his baldhead, and continued with an 
astonished expression. “Ya’ know, I never thought 
about that before. There might just be something to 


this staying sober for prolonged periods of time.” 
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Jed laughed, as they mounted and headed back to 
the area they had all selected for their camp. 

After supper that night, Jed walked off to be alone, 
and think over what he was about to do, when Holly 
came up to him and sat down, forcing him to sit as 
well, as she opened the conversation. 

‘““You’re much different around your folks.” 

Jedadiah turned bright red, while contributing his 
own thoughts on that subject. 

“Yeah, I know. They both treat me like I’m atwelve- 
year-old, and you can’t really blame ‘em. That’s the 
way I act around ‘em. My mother and father are the 
only people alive that can intimidate me.” 

“Oh, I didn’t mean that,” she said. Then continued, 
“I meant that you’ re not so hard and tough around them. 
You actually show your feelings. And it’s obvious that 
you care a great deal about them.” 

He stared at this pretty young woman, and had 


difficulty resisting the urge to take her in his arms. 
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“While we’re handing out compliments, I’d like 
to admit that you’re not nearly the spoiled brat I first 
thought you were.” 

“That's a compliment?” she asked, while smiling 
coyly. 

“It was meant to be,” said Jed, while becoming 
flustered. Then he recovered, and said with a definite 
lack of tact, “I hope you're not taking seriously, what 
my forks and your mom are saying about us two getting 
together.” 

She stood abruptly, and spoke in the tone that Jed 
recognized as the old Holly Perkins, “Maybe you 
think you’d do better with Samantha Mack? Shannon 
certainly won’t fall into your arms. She’s in love with 
your Mexican friend.” 

She turned and walked away, and after she was 
gone for some time, Jed was still trying to figure out 
where he had gone wrong. Why couldn’t they at least 
be friends, he wondered. While still seated, and in his 


reverie, Raul and Marble approached him. 
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“Here you are!” exclaimed a Marble Johnson, who 
had obviously been tippling, while a Raul Dominguez, 
who just as obviously had not been, asked, “Are we 
going to town?” 

Jed thought he knew why Raul was anxious to get 
back to Santa Fe, and smiled and said, “Maybe later. 
I thought I’d let ‘em stew awhile. It must be driving 
Crusty and his boys crazy, not knowing where we’ ve 
gone.” 

The look of disappointment was obvious on both 
Marble’s and Raul’s face, as Jed rose, and stated his 
intentions to turn in and get what sleep he could, while 
he could. In the middle of the night, Jed rose and 
quietly saddled his horse. Bet gave him little trouble 
for a change. Then he led the animal out of hearing 
range of the camp and mounted, and headed down the 
incline and toward Santa Fe. The cur dog followed 
behind, while nipping at Bet’s heels, and receiving a 


multitude of swift kicks for his trouble. 
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1at in the world do you intend? He thought 
W. himself, and then he remembered what 
Marble had told him earlier. 

“You'll never find Crusty without at least five of 
his hired guns around him. Not the least of which will 
be Drue Pierce. And then of course, there is always 
Knobby and the four or five bouncers he keeps in his 
employ. I would not go alone. You won’t have a friend 
in town.” 

Not so. considered Jedadiah. Sam’s my friend, and 
that hard eyed Marshal is probably up and around by 


now. Shannon might be of help, and he started to laugh, 
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as he said out loud, “Hell! Marble, there’s always your 
nasty ex-wife. And God knows, I can always sick my 
dog and horse on ‘em.” 

Two nights later, and just about the way he had 
planned it, he arrived at the hitching rail in front of the 
Santa Fe Inn. He dismounted and loosened the cinch 
on Bet, having no intention of stabling his mount until 
he was sure he wouldn’t need a quick getaway. 

He walked through the swinging doors and into 
the clamor of a truly successful saloon, for this was a 
weeknight. There was a strange bartender working one 
end of the counter, and Jed chose that end in which to 
belly up to the bar and order a beer, thinking to be an 
observer, without being observed. 

Had he been a small, inconspicuous man, he may 
have gotten away with this strategy, but at six foot 
two in a world of five foot six, his hopes were dashed 
almost immediately. Jed was not even half through his 
beer when none other than Knobby Mulroon replaced 
his bartender. And that gentleman leaned over the bar 


and into Jed’s face. 
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“There’s a couple of gents at the other end of the 
bar that would like very much to have a word with 
you,” Knobby said, and it appeared to Jed as though 
the man enjoyed delivering the information. 

Never sheepish, Jed responded, “Send ‘em on 
down, baldy. Hell, I'll talk to “em.” 

In a saloon this big and this busy, it was a mystery 
to Jed how it could possibly clear out so rapidly. One 
moment there was the hustle and bustle of humanity, 
and the next, there was only Jed, Crusty, Milo and 
Jed’s old acquaintance Pierce, along with Knobby and 
his five, of course. And then there were at least another 
five gunmen stationed around the saloon in various 
positions. Jed finished his beer, and ordered another. 

“All this attention just for me?” questioned Jed, 
with a sardonic smile. 

The short, fat Crusty Matthews sidled up, almost 
nose to navel with Jedadiah Bodine, the man he 
considered the Nevada gunman. 

“Your friend Drue tells me I’m wasting my time, 


but I’ve got a thousand dollars for you if you Il walk out 
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of this bar right now, and promise to leave the territory 
and never come back,” stated the nasty little man. 

Jed tilted his new beer, but could not help himself 
as he began to laugh. After restraining his mirth to some 
degree, he looked down at the short, fat man glaring up 
at him, and said through continued snorts of laughter, 
“You old fool. My father could have bought and sold you 
forty years ago. Hell! I could right now, and any time 
in the last twenty years.” Then he sobered, and looked 
at the dangerous little man seriously, while continuing, 
“This is not a money matter, shorty. You’re picking on 
women, and in the west, that’s unforgivable.” He turned 
to the stationed gunmen, and finished, “I assume you 
gentlemen are aware of the fact that your boss ordered 
two helpless ladies shot down on the porch of their 
own ranch house.” 

Jed was fully aware that he had just played his 
trump card, and if these men of the west didn’t buy it, 
he was in serious trouble. Crusty didn’t know enough 
about gunmen to realize his danger, based on proximity, 


but Jed could see in Drue’s eyes that he was calculating 
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the odds. Oh, Crusty was tough enough all right, but he 
was no gunman, and he was out of his element. He had 
gotten what he had by riding roughshod over anybody 
that got in his way, and he was very probably always 
sided by somebody good with a gun. 

Jed noticed Sam standing in the door to the kitchen 
behind the bar with a cocked handgun. It looked 
enormous in her small hand, and it was aimed straight 
at Crusty Matthews. 

“Thank you, darlin’,” he said quietly, but in a voice 
that would brook no disagreement. “Now, put it away 
and go back into the kitchen.” 

She sensed his urgency, and did his bidding 
instantly. Pierce, knowing the western mentality, took 
this opportunity to yell. 

“Will you look at that? This so called gunman had 
to have a woman back his play.” He then moved out 
from the bar, with a gumption he got from, Jed knew 
not where, and said, “I’ll take you by myself. I’ve 
always thought I was faster than you anyway, Neds 


Then Jed realized what had happened. 
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“T understand Drue,” said Jed. ‘““You turned yellow 
at the Perkins place, and found out you couldn’t live 
with it, huh?” As he stood out to face his longtime 
acquaintance, he continued, “A coward really does die 
a thousand deaths, doesn’t he?” 

The man paled, and Jed knew he had struck home. 
Now, would it slow him down sufficiently to allow him 
to kill three or four others before he jumped over the 
bar for cover? 

Jedadiah’s ingrained sense of fair play would not 
allow him to draw first. Drue did not have this problem, 
as he drew both of his revolvers, and while Jed also 
drew, he was thinking that was probably a good thing. 
To draw two guns at once had to take something away 
from the man’s celerity. 

He noticed Crusty drop to the floor and cover his 
hat and head with both hands, and Jed almost began to 
laugh at the strange sight, then he felt the buck of his 
own jolting the heel of his right hand. Milo was behind 
Pierce, and as that man fell to Jed’s bullets, Jed tried 


to get a couple of slugs into Matthews’ ranch foreman. 
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He had the satisfaction on seeing the short stout man 
grimace as he spun and went down, then Jed turned his 
guns—for both were out and blazing now—on anyone 
he could find and line up on. 

Jed’s vision was blurred by smoke, just about the 
same time he felt a red hot singe in his left shoulder, 
and fearing he might lose his strength, or even 
consciousness, immediately leaped over the bar. Still 
he thought he might just get lucky and find Knobby 
over here with a gun in his hand. It wasn’t to be, and as 
he began to scurry toward the kitchen door, he realized 
he had also been shot in the back of the left thigh. 

How many bones had been smashed by the entering 
bullets, he had not the foggiest, but Lord! He knew that 
if he lived through this, he would pay the price later in 
pure pain. As he burst through the door he stumbled 
over Samantha Mack with a cocked pistol in her hand, 
and obviously about to reenter the fracas. He shoved 
her aside, and told her to stay there, then noticed the 


yellowish bruises around her eyes and cheeks, and 
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asked only one question, “Who the hell did that?” and 
Jed’s own pain was forgotten. 

She touched her face in embarrassment, and 
shrugged. 

“Knobby,” she said, “for befriending you.” 

“Get out of here. Go stay with Shannon. I will be 
back. Mister Mulroon will pay, I promise you.” 

Big words, Jed thought as he limped and struggled 
out the back door. Gunshots were still being fired in 
his direction, but luck was with him twice, as none 
connected, and no one in the fray thought to remove 
his means of escape. 

As he rounded the corner of the outside of the 
saloon, Bet spotted him and reared back to dislodge 
his loosely tied reins and came to him on the run. With 
his still one functioning hand and arm, he tightened 
the cinch, and was amazed at the animal’s conviviality. 
Until of course he mounted, and the stud reached back 
and took a chunk of meat out of his right, upper thigh. 
Good for you, old man, he thought. I doubt I could have 


remained in the saddle had you done that to my left 
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leg. He left Santa Fe in a cloud of dust, followed by a 
barking dog, and thought to himself, you accomplished 
absolutely nothing you damn fool. 

He faded in and out of consciousness as he traveled 
up and into the high mountains. That he was followed, 
even in his semiconscious state, he was aware, and 
had no intention of leading those who pursued to their 
paradise on the mountain, and intentionally took a 
different track. In one of his rare, coherent moments, 
he said out loud to his stallion, “We've got to find a 
place to hide and recover. Fight another day, as my 
daddy would say.” 

The next time Jed woke, he looked to see the loyal, 
mangy dog padding along beside him. Then he looked 
up at a noise that did not register, and saw a small 
waterfall. Still wondering why he was where he was, 
the stallion proceeded up to and through the falls. He 
remembered only vaguely falling from his mount onto 
the soft, damp sand. 

It was almost a full day later, after a dangerously 


abundant loss of blood, that Jed woke and was feebly 
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able to tend his wounds. After patching himself as 
best he could, he crawled around and gathered enough 
driftwood to build a fire. — 

He went from fever to freezing so many times he 
lost count. The dog caught rabbits and brought them 
back to share with him, and Jed decided, that was only 
because the mutt liked his own food better cooked. The 
horse was gone for long periods, or at least he guessed 
they were long periods. To feed himself, he suspected. 

Finally, Jed was sufficiently cognizant to again 
tend his wounds. They were flaming red with infection. 
He went to Bet, loosened that poor animal’s cinch, 
grabbed one of Marble’s whiskey jugs, and poured the 
contents over the raw wounds in his left shoulder and 
his left thigh. No bones were broken, but he knew he 
could die nonetheless from infection. He screamed as 
the alcohol hit the inflamed portions of his body, and 
he passed out. 

He had this terrible dream he was on fire and 
drowning at the same time. He woke to find himself 


on the other side of the falls, and floundering in a deep 
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pool of cold, clear water. He managed to swim to the 
shore, and looked up at his horse and a curious dog, as 
they both seemed to cant their heads from one side to 
another, in what appeared to be total confusion at their 
master’s antics. 

Jed had no idea of how much time had passed, and 
only a foggy remembrance of eating raw, furry food. 
He was no longer cold or on fire, but he was most 
assuredly starving to death. 

He felt terrible as he took his rifle and shot a dear 
watering at the small pool. Definitely not sportsmanlike, 
was his only thought. You do not shoot animals where 
they water, you just don’t. But back inside the waterfall- 
covered cave, he did not just enjoy, but relished the 
cuisine presented him by the hapless forked horn. 

His wounds were unbearably sore, but they were 
no longer inflamed, and obviously beginning to heal 
normally. He was far too weak to move, and could only 
wonder how long it would be before he was back in 
action. At least now, he felt confident that he was on 


the mend, and would live to eventually embrace Holly 
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Perkins. What a dumb thought, he chastised himself, 
just before he passed out again. 

As Jed eventually slept without dreams, the enemy, 
including Crusty Matthews, was searching the area, 
and Crusty was furious. 

“The man was shot to pieces, and left tracks a fool 
could follow, and you people have lost him.” 

Maybe he’ll just go away and die, was Crusty’s 
thinking, when a heavily bandaged Milo road up beside 
him. 

“The man mighthave avoided our search somehow,” 
Milo said to his boss,” but what the hell happened to 
his horse and that damn dog?” 

Just about the time an incoherent Jedadiah Bodine 
went into hiding behind a waterfall, and Crusty and 
Milo were being frustrated by their inability to find 
this elusive fugitive. Marble and Raul were reporting 
to Carroll Bodine, their acknowledged leader in the 
absence of Jed, that Jed, Pete Smith and one of the 


Mexican lads were missing from the mountain. 


146 


TROUBLESHOOTER 

“We wait here. The boy is indestructible. He’ll be 
back.” was the elder Bodine’s only comment. 

Marble was not satisfied, and was inclined to say 
sO. 

“He may need help. I know the damn fool’s on his 
way to town.” 

He looked sheepish and apologized for his language 
to the women present. 

“If the lad had felt he needed help,” the older 
Bodine said simply, “he would have asked for it. He’s 
not bashful.” 

Marble and Raul looked on in frustration at this old 
hardheaded rancher, but before they could further their 
argument, Holly came to their rescue. 

“He’s barely begun to heal from a side wound, that 
nobody but my mother and I even know about.” 

“He was always like that. Secretive. Seemed he 
didn’t want to be fussed over,” said Jed’s mom, who 
was in no way a stupid person. But every now and 


again, motherhood seemed to seep out. 
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“We have women to protect,” old man Bodine said 
with finality. “We stay here.” Then looking at Raul, he 
continued, “There’s a cave over yonder. You suppose 
you and some of the boys could clear it of varmints? I 
think it would be a better place to set up camp. I know 
it would be easier to defend.” 

The Mexican nodded in understanding and left 
immediately to go and collect a work crew. 

Joan Perkins had offered nothing to this point, and 
now Stated, “I can’t imagine why we women wouldn’t 
be safe here, and I can’t for the life of me understand 
why you brave men aren’t even now, riding to the 
assistance of that intrepid young man.” 

They had all been sitting around a small campfire, 
and were about to cook breakfast. Carroll Bodine now 
stood, and looking down at all present, said in his 
most gentle tone, “That boy has faced worse at home 
against me, than anything he could possibly face out 
in the world. He is impossible to daunt, and I can only 
believe that when he makes it back here, the last thing 


he will expect to find, is us gone.” 
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“What if Pete or the Mexican boy,” asked Raul, on 
his return, “even accidentally, lead our enemy to us?” 

“We'll fight ‘em to a standstill, by God! And 
with Jedadiah coming up behind them, they’ll wish 
they'd never been born,” stated the old patriarch, and 
without breakfast, marched off toward the cave he had 
mentioned earlier. 

“Old tyrant,” mumbled Marble Johnson, then 
continued in the same unintelligible mode, “worse than 
that hardheaded kid of his.” 

Joan stood beside Marble, and whispered in that 
old curmudgeon’s ear, “I like the boy, too.” Then she 
patted Marble on one shoulder and went about helping 
Holly and Carol Bodine fix a morning meal. 

The hell with ‘em, Marble thought, and this while 
he was already half way down the incline. Not an 
outdoorsman for years until recently, and never much 
for stealth, he was totally surprised when Raul skidded 
up beside him on the treacherous decent. The Mexican 


said nothing, and the two continued on in silence. 
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The truth was, Marble was a little embarrassed 
about his reasons for this journey, and suspected that 
Raul was in no better shape. As far as he himself was 
concerned, and he was sure it had something to do 
with sobriety, was experiencing new feelings for his 
ex-wife. And after the café altercation, in which he 
showed a tad of heroism, they had talked of getting 
back together. Raul, he further suspected, was most 
interested in the welfare of one, Shannon O’ Neil. 

“Shame on both of us!’ Marble exclaimed, while 
continuing to look forward, so that he would not see 
the embarrassed grimace on the face of his traveling 
companion. They continued on toward Santa Fe in 
silence. 

As these two arrived on the outskirts of town, they 
saw great billowing clouds of smoke ascending from 
the area of which they were headed. Coming up to 
Shannon’s hotel, they saw that the structure was ablaze, 
and as Marble joined the bucket brigade, Raul went in 


search of the two women they had come to see. 
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Eventually the fire fighters gave up on the hotel 
itself, and began to concentrate on saving the adjoining 
buildings. At this point, Marble thought, the hell with it, 
and went looking for Raul, Shannon and his ex-wife. 

When Marble finally located those he sought, Raul, 
Shannon, Sam, his ex and the town Marshal were all 
sitting dejectedly on a bench in front of the jail. Marble 
took charge immediately. 

“Are you fit to travel?” he asked Rowan, the 
Marshal. 

Rowan Andrews only looked up with a blank 
expression. 

“Oh, hello Marble,” he finally said. Then went on 
in a defeated voice, “we've lost the town, ya’ know. 
Old Crusty’s in charge now.” 

“Let’s get the horses and get these people up the 
mountain,” Marble said to Raul. 

Raul leaped to his feet, and now having direction, 
joined the old drunk in steering these survivors to the 
necessary mounts, and ultimately out of Santa Fe and 


toward the mountain sanctuary. 
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On the trail, Marble thought to ask, “Did any of 
you people see Pete Smith or Jose Murietta?” 

Shannon answered with a definite lackluster, “I 
don’t know about the Mexican, but Pete was in for 
breakfast yesterday morning.” 

As these people arrived back safely, and after 
Marble and Raul received their scathing from an irate 
Carroll Bodine, they all chipped in to make their defense 
as impregnable as possible. Then feeling certain their 
whereabouts was known, waited anxiously for an 
attack that Carroll Bodine felt certain was eminent. 

The older Bodine forced his companions to carry 
stones from the foot of the mountain, and kept them 
at this drudgery until he was satisfied the structure in 
front of the cave was completed to his satisfaction. He 
then insisted all traveling would be done in pairs, and 
because he felt certain that shots would eventually be 
fired in paradise anyway, ordered food shot, skinned 


and cured for precious sustenance at a later date. 
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ed had not the foggiest notion how much time 

1 ie elapsed since his insane venture into Santa 

Fe, but his beard told him—in no uncertain terms— 

that a good deal of time had passed. As he inspected his 

wounds, he saw that the ugly, red and puckered bullet 

holes had healed sufficiently to allow him to get back 
to business. 

He had received directions from Marble as to 

the exact location of the Matthews spread, and that 

particular home ranch. As a result, this was his first 


destination. 
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As he looked across a vast expanse of exceptional 
pasture, he thought. Damn! I hate a barnburner, but an 
eye for an eye, Crusty. He waited till dark, and before 
the moon made its appearance, he was on the move. 

He began with the main house, then moved from 
one structure to another, lighting small fires, but so 
strategically positioned that they would eventually be 
devastating, as well as impossible to extinguish. Jed 
was no pyromaniac, and without staying to watch the 
result of his mischief, he was already headed out of the 
area. 

His intended destination was the new acreage of the 
Perkins’, which should be guarded by Red, Pete and 
Smitty. He was not near as ready as he had thought, and 
soon tired to the extent of searching for a safe haven in 
order to wrap in his blankets and sleep unto oblivion. 

He woke to the lapping tongue of a dog he now 
knew all too well. Jed sat up, and feeling much 
rejuvenated, prepared a hasty morning meal, and was 


very soon back on the trail. 
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Several hours later, he sat and looked from a position 
extremely familiar to him and Marble. This time Jed 
observed no smoke and no horses in the corral, and 
couldn’t help but wonder at this new mystery. 

Eventually, deciding not to wait for nightfall, he 
headed across the pasture for the smokeless cabin. He 
felt edginess. Bet was skittish as well. Even the dog was 
snuffling in a nervous manner. All of their senses were 
on edge as they came up to the front of the apparently 
vacant cabin. 

Jed could see nothing out of the ordinary beyond 
what he had already experienced, so decided to 
dismount and approach the cabin. He opened the door, 
and reeled back in revulsion. The stench of death was 
overwhelming. He braced himself, covered his face 
with his bandana, and entered. 

The three newest hands of the Perkins spread lie 
in varied positions of death around the ordinarily 
comfortable, if small cabin. Red, Pete and Smitty had 


been dead a long time, and they were obviously killed 
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at close range, and by someone they knew and did not 
fear, maybe ever trusted. 

Jed had seen enough, and exited choking and 
gagging. This condition was probably the reason for 
his negligence in awareness of a predominate threat. 
As he sensed a presence, he looked up and into the eyes 
of a smiling Pete Smith, sided by a young Mexican 
lad he had only seen, but didn’t know well enough to 
bring forth a name from memory. Jed opened one hand 
and let drop an empty cartridge he’d retrieved from the 
cabin floor. 

“It wouldn’t surprise me greatly, Pete,” said Jed, “if 
the off center firing pin mark on that casing, matched 
the rifle you’ re pointing at me.” Pete continued to smile, 
but made no comment, as Jed asked while tilting his 
head backward toward the cabin. “That is your work 
in there, right?” 

This time the old man responded, by simply stating, 
“Lhired ‘em. Tfired) “em: 

“Why are you on the wrong side?” was all that Jed 


could think of to say. 
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“Am I?” queried Pete. Then went on to say, “Hell, 
son. Once upon a time, I was probably as good with 
a handgun as they say you are now. While we’re on 
that subject, why don’t you reach over with a thumb 
and one finger of your left hand, and real gentle like, 
remove that dangling sidearm.” 

Jed felt he had no choice but to comply, and gently 
did as requested. 

“Now,” the old man continued, “let her plop on the 
ground so these tired old ears can hear it.” 

After fulfilling this deadly old man’s request, Pete 
Smith went on, “At this close a range, I would much 
prefer a scattergun, but I guess this Winchester will do. 
You need time to pray, or any such thing as that?” 

“No. But I would like to leave this world with a 
few questions answered. Would you be inclined to 
grant that to a man as his last request?” 

Pete Smith actually chuckled. 

“Ask away, sonny.” 

Jed took only a short time to compose his 


thoughts. 
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“The rim shooter was yours?” 

“The same rifle I’m aiming at you right now,” 
responded a confident Pete Smith. 

‘How could that be? Marble and I had just left you, 
when we were fired upon after leaving the Perkins 
ranch and headed for the mountains,” questioned a 
confused Jed Bodine. 

Now the old man laughed out loud. 

“T sent that stupid Owen Martin out to shoot you 
two. He screwed that up just like he did everything 
else. Hell! He was supposed to run you two off that first 
night, and couldn’t handle it.”” The old man reflected a 
moment, then continued, “but he was useful. At least 
until you shot him down at the hotel.” 

“But Why?’ asked an even more confused 
Jedadiah. 

The point of the old man’s rifle never wavered, 
and the Mexican held his six-gun on Jed, and almost 
as steady, while Pete, who seemed to be enjoying 
this conversation, explained, “I only worked for the 


Perkins’ for three years, and not the whole time as 
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foreman. I had to get rid of a couple of people to get 
that job. But I worked for Crusty Matthews for more 
than thirty years. Hell! The old fool married my sister.” 
He seemed once again to reflect, then went on, “She’s 
been gone awhile now, rest her soul. That was back in 
the Texas Panhandle country. But that was when I was 
young and quick. Now I’m old and tired, but even so, 
I’m gonna out live you. Anything else?” 

“You're a hard man, Peter Smith. I wonder what 
your real name is?” 

“Wouldn’t mean a thing to you, sonny.” 

And Jed could tell his time was up. This hard old 
man was finished talking. 

People who had seen Jed Bodine in shooting 
scrapes, could testify later only that he had had two 
guns in action, but none could tell you from whence 
came the other pistol. 

The fact was it was tucked into a homemade holster 
at the small of his back, where it rode comfortably and 


with long familiarity. 
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Jedadiah Bodine was almost completely right 
handed. In fact, the only thing he could do left-handed 
was draw that comfortably located hideaway gun, and 
with negligibly less alacrity than the gun on his right 
hip. 

The problem now was, just how fast could this 
deadly old man pull the trigger on that lever action 
Winchester. The Mexican was not even a factor. 

There’s a thing called reaction time, and add to that 
the surprise of an all of the sudden armed Jedadiah 
Bodine, and just maybe, this old tyrant would flinch. 
It would be enough. 

Jed began to ask for time to pray, but before he 
finished the sentence, he drew a Colt Army from 
nowhere, and fired point blank at the two people he 
faced. 

Whether Pete’s old Winchester finally failed to 
fire, or not, Jed would never know, but the outcome 
was a dead old man, and a dead young man. Jed didn’t 
receive a scratch, and that could only have to do with 


somebody up above being merciful, for one more 
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bullet hole in the carcass of Jedadiah Bodine would 
have been disastrous. 

Jed reentered the cabin, and finding a shovel, went 
behind the structure to dig a community grave. Hurting 
as bad as he was, Jed still felt he wasn’t angry enough 
with Pete Smith to leave his remains out in the open for 
the carrion eaters. And Red, Pete and Smitty were after 
all, Perkins hired hands. Much later, he said words 
over these five deceased, and then apologized for not 
having the strength to dig individual graves. Finished 
with this macabre chore, he mounted and headed for 
his and Marble’s paradise. 

He wasn’t bleeding, and felt he was definitely on 
the mend, but even so, had to stop every few hours to 
regain his strength. What seemed days later, he and Bet 
mastered the incline to the mountain plateau. Only to 
be assaulted by distant gunfire, a thing he had sworn 
would never take place on this mountain. 

Then remembering that the now dead Pete Smith 


knew the whereabouts of this sanctuary and where that 
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man’s loyalties had lain, he became no little concerned 
about the welfare of those he loved. 

Jed could see in the distance that no less than thirty 
men had stationed their mounts far out in the grassland, 
obviously out of rifle range, and were kneeling and 
shooting at the base of the mountain. 

As he began to circle, keeping well within the trees 
so as not to be detected, it began to rain, and was soon 
to become a deluge. Knowing this would enhance his 
advantage of not being discovered, he continued on 
until he was directly opposite the invading force. 

He dismounted and began to creep through the 
tall grass toward what he suspected was Crusty’s 
accumulated remuda. As he closed, he saw but one man 
guarding these horses, and his attention was directed 
toward the battle in progress. 

All at once lightening began to strike in all 
directions, and was hitting indiscriminately among the 
tethered horse herd. The rain became torrential, and 
Jed could barely see well enough to shoot the guard 


and two of the calmer horses still standing together. 
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He bolted forward to get into position behind the 
fallen horses as the others fled, knowing these gun 
hands wouldn’tremain long in firing position, but would 
come running back to their mounts. He sat calmly and 
waited. His father would love this, he thought. As long 
as I can stay alive, we have these gunmen in a crossfire, 
and the tables have definitely been turned. 

The safety of Holly and his mother were his two 
foremost thoughts, but Jed knew his father well, and 
would wager his life, that old Carroll Bodine had set 
up a readily defensible position that would likewise be 
virtually impossible to overrun. 

Jed then began the concentrated and methodical 
annihilation of those scampering back to claim 
nonexistent horses in order to make good their escape. 
Somehow, his father must have sensed his presence, as 
Jed, while firing rhythmically, heard the earlier distant 
gunfire now growing closer. 

He remembered to keep his head well down, 
knowing that in a position like this, friendly fire could 


be just as devastating as that coming from your foe. As 
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the returning invaders decided this was not a desirable 
direction in which to go, they began to head out on foot 
toward the only entrance to this mountain plateau they 
were aware of. In the meantime, Jed’s father’s voice 
rang out over the cacophony of gunfire. 

“That you out there, Jed?” 

Jed shook his head, and answered with a volume 
of his own. 

iy cahsDadsitis mex 

“Hot damn! Mother! Didn’t I tell ya’ he’d come up 
behind ‘em?” 

Carol Bodine answered in a droll but carrying 
voice. 

“Yes, Father. You told us. Several times.” 

The pinned down group, so recently filled with 
anxiety, now broke into uncontrolled laughter, as they 
all ran in the direction of Jedadiah Bodine squatting 
behind a dead horse, sopping wet and sincerely wishing 
that he hadn’t so magnanimously traded back hats with 


Raul Dominguez. 
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If possible, the rain became even heavier, while the 
indiscriminate lightning continued to flash and touch 
down. In this frightening atmosphere, there was no 
question in regards to following the fleeing renegades. 
It would be dangerous enough just to return to the base 
of the mountain. 

Jed was again exhausted, and more than welcomed 
the attention, and the assistance of Holly Perkins, that 
had evidently forgiven him for his earlier indiscretions. 
Not that he had ever figured out what they were. 

They had elk steaks and wild cabbage for supper, and 
though Jed felt bad about it, understood the necessity 
of selective killing on his mountain. After eating their 
fill, and the two Bodine men rolled and lit cigarettes, 
Jed was brought up to date on the happenings, both 
here and in Santa Fe. 

Rowan Andrews had regained his spunk, and was 
rearing to go to Santa Fe and take back his town, but 
the majority of these people wanted desperately to 
know what Jed had been up to for so many days. Jed 


temporarily ignored their questions. 
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“Who just attacked?” Jed asked his father. “Was 
Crusty with them? And did they try to talk to ya’, 
before they started shooting?” 

Carroll Bodine looked strangely at his son, while Jed 
feared the worst. His greatest fear at this point in time, 
was that his dad might condemn his burning of Crusty 
Matthew’s ranch house. He knew how desperately his 
father, as well as himself, hated barnburners. There 
was simply no defense against a man with a grudge 
and a burning match. 

It did not matter how many times he told himself 
that what he had done was different. In his own mind, 
he still came out a barnburner, and wondered if his dad 
would judge him likewise. 

“There was no communication. They just snuck 
up and opened fire.” The older Bodine shook his old 
leonine head sadly, and went on quietly, ‘and them 
fully aware there were women among us.” 

Then he looked up at his son. 


“Why?” he questioned. 
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Jed couldn’t restrain himself. It was as though he 
needed to cleanse his soul in confession. 

“Tl burned him out, Dad.” 

“Completely?” 

“Everything the man owned outside of Santa Fe, I 
torched.” 

Jed was quiet, and all present knew something was 
going on, but weren’t sure what, as he continued in a 
quieter voice, “ashes. Nothing left but ashes.” 

“The hell with him! Good for you, Son. After all, 
this 1s war.” 

Jed felt considerable relief that his father considered 
what he had done as justified, and only registered Joan 
Perkins’s gleeful accolade with a small part of his mind. 
And then the lady persisted until she had his complete 
attention. 

“In your travels, young man. Did you run across 
our missing, Pete Smith?” 

“Yes ma’am, I did.” 

And he was reluctant to go on. This nice woman 


liked and trusted that man, and he hated the idea of 
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shattering her concept of a man she considered a 
friend. 

Joan Perkins was nothing, if not persistent, and 
continued, by asking, “Where is he? Why didn’t you 
bring him back?” 

Jed decided that, what the hell. It would all come 
out in the wash eventually anyway. 

‘He only worked for you for three years, Joan. He’d 
been on Crusty Matthews’ payroll for over thirty.” 

“And young Jose?” questioned Raul. 

‘Also Crusty’s man,” answered a dejected Jedadiah 
Bodine. 

If Jed knew these facts, and he was here, then 
nobody had to ask the whereabouts of Pete Smith or 
Jose Murietta. 

Joan still couldn’t seem to believe it, and said with 
a far away look, “That sweet old man?” 


’ 


“Deadly old man,” countered Jed, then went on, 
“he went to the area of your rustled cattle alright, but 
not to deliver groceries or wages. He went to plug 


holes. No pun intended.” 
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Joan looked hard at the younger man. 

“You mean my new employees are no longer on 
the payroll?” 

“No ma’am. They’re in route to another world.” 

‘What about the ninety dollars I sent them in back 
wages?” 

Jed looked surprised, and then offered a solution. 

“TI never searched ‘em. But I’m sure we can dig 
Pete up if you'd like.” 

“No thank you. I'll just assume the loss.” 

Jed smiled mischievously, and suggested, even 
though Marble Johnson was sitting there listening 
intently. We'll tell Marble about it, and if he ever gets 
down and out again, he'll have resources.” 

Jed was quiet a moment, then asked Joan Perkins, 
while every one listened, “How do dollar bills weather 
underground?” 

She shook her head in disgust and refused to answer, 
as Jed went on, “how does gold? For that matter.” 


“Shut up! Jedadiah.” 
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This came from the older Bodine, as Jed, instead of 
cringing, smiled openly while the others looked at him 
for an explanation of his father’s outburst. Jed began to 
laugh, as his father only sat disgruntled, and his mother 
exclaimed, ““Now! Behave yourself, Jedadiah.” 

Now Jed was laughing uncontrollably, as he related 
the story between guffaws. 

“The stanch and serious Carroll Bodine once 
became intoxicated while in the process of burying one 
hundred thousand dollars in gold for a rainy day. He 
has no recollection of where he buried it, and it is not 
uncommon to see that gentleman at times, and various 
locations on the home ranch, just a digging away.” 

Everyone was now laughing but Carroll Bodine, 
and even his wife was having difficulty maintaining a 


straight face. 
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Sie scroungy mongrel had been almost 


forgotten for days, while Jed was busy staying 
alive and fighting off invaders. He felt so guilty, that 
he was now stuffing the mutt with prime cuts of elk 
steak, while his mom and dad looked on with stricken 
expressions. Holly had been reasonably quiet for 
sometime, and now asked of Jedadiah, “What do we 
do now, just sit here and wait the return of a vindictive 
Crusty Matthews and his henchman Milo?” 
“I suppose we could,” was Jed’s response, “but 


that’s not what I would recommend.” He looked at a 
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fully recovered Rowan Andrews, and went on to ask, 
“Are you up to taking back your town?” 

Samantha was sitting next to the town Marshal, 
and now squeezed his arm with obvious affection, and 
answered for him, ““You bet he is. As a matter of fact, 
he’s chomping at the bit to do exactly that.” 

Rowan smiled at Sam, then turned to Jed. 

“What did you have in mind?” 

Jed didn’t hesitate. 

“T thought we’d go back into Santa Fe in force, and 
take over Knobby’s Inn. He’s got a kitchen, and all we 
need is our bedrolls and a little tenacity.” 

“Nothing in that adobe town is fireproof, Son,” 
said Jed’s father. “We can defend this mountain. 
Let’s secure the women here and take the fight to him 
guerilla fashion. Hit and run tactics is what I would 
recommend.” 

“Take it to him where, Dad? I burned him out.” 

The older Bodine made no comment. He just 


scratched the nape of his neck in concentration. 


172 


TROUBLESHOOTER 

“Stull, there are other things we could attack. I like 
the guerilla warfare idea, Dad, but I’d like to have a 
home base that Crusty didn’t know about. A place we 
could feel that our women were safe if we weren’t with 
them. At Knobby’s, of course, I figured to be there with 
the women.” 

He looked around the circle of faces. 

“Any ideas?” he asked. 

Marble was sitting holding hands with Mrs. 
Johnson, and Jed noticed his look of concentration. 

‘“What’s on your mind, Mister Johnson?” 

Marble looked at his friend with an embarrassed 
smile. 

“How many people do you think know about the 
cabin on the new Perkins acquisition?” 

“Milo for sure. Crusty, maybe,” answered Jed. 
Then went on to ask, “You think they might overlook 
that possibility?” 


Marble shrugged his shoulders. 
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“Well it’s for sure they know about this place. And 
I agree with your dad that Santa Fe wouldn’t be a safe 
haven for the women.” 

Jed thought what the older man said made sense. 

‘T’m not familiar enough with this mountain to 
even guess whether this storm is only here, or it’s 
further down the mountain as well,” said Jed, “but I 
am fairly sure Crusty and his boys are going to have 
one hell of a time just getting to wherever it is they’re 
going. Why don’t we pack up right now and head for 
that cozy little cabin?” 

Nobody objected, and it was decided they would 
leave as soon as they could pack up. They would leave 
immediately, even with the heavily falling rain. 

As they approached the only known way off of 
this mountain valley, Jed had assumed the lead, and 
mounted on Bet he began his descent. Everybody 
watched with open mouths as the enormous black stud 
lost traction with his front hooves. Bet immediately 
sank to his haunches, and then as all present watched, 


Jed removed his hat with his right hand, while holding 
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only the reins with his left. Jed was actually waving his 
hat in the air like a champion rodeo rider. 

“The boy never grabbed horn.” His father was later 
heard to say. 

As Jedadiah disappeared, they heard a joyful, “Yee- 
haah!” 

They all sat stupidly and watched the exact spot 
from whence Jed Bodine had vanished. Even the mutt 
was smart enough to stand on the precipice and only 
bark into the void. 

Carroll Bodine was the first to recover. 

‘Damn kid’s always been like that,” he said. “We’ re 
in trouble and he’s off havin’ fun.” 

Meanwhile, Jed was enjoying the ride of his 
lifetime. The only thing that curtailed his excitement, 
while at the same time filling him with trepidation, was 
the knowledge that this incline was as crooked as a 
dog’s hind leg, and very shortly now, he and Bet were 
going to run out of straightaway. 

Sure enough, the corkscrew incline made one of its 


treacherous turns, and the horse did not have sufficient 
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traction to negotiate the turn, as a result, Jed and the 
magnificent black stud stepped off into no man’s land. 
The horse immediately rose from his haunches and 
began to plant hooves almost into thin air. 

Anywhere off the incline was a straight down cliff, 
and everywhere he looked were gigantic tree trunks, 
seemingly growing perpendicular to the mountain. 
Jed’s marvelous steed somehow planted those 
knowledgeable hooves precisely, if only momentarily, 
against the cliff-side while maneuvering between 
obstacles and still maintaining equilibrium. 

Jed was leaning back so far; the back of his head 
was almost constantly pressed against the horse’s 
rump. He had long since lost his hat, and damned if he 
wasn’t still having fun. 

They eventually reached an area free of trees, 
where the ground seemed to come back, and gradual 
enough to allow Bet to slow, and finally halt. Jed was 
still laughing, and no less filled with excitement, as he 
dismounted to speculate on their return. He reached up 


and slapped the big stud on the rump affectionately, 
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and was immediately greeted by a sharp nip on his 
shoulder. That was a small price to pay, he thought, 
as he realized that no horse alive, but this Black Beast 
could have survived their descent, and Jed could swear 
this crazy animal had just had as much fun as he had. 

This flat portion of the mountain seemed to 
continue on ina parallel course to the above incline, and 
eventually they found a place where they could began 
an assent. Jed slipped and slid until he realized that at 
this rate he would never gain the required traction to 
make any kind of upward progress. 

He turned and planted his boot heels solidly in the 
turf of his only known return route. He seemed to gain 
sufficient purchase by walking backwards, and the 
whole time he was being forced to lead a stubborn horse, 
while continuing to replant his boot heels in an upward 
motion. In this manner, he backed up the mountain, 
fighting his reluctant stallion the entire way. 

When he eventually regained level land, the group 
was still there. It had been hours, Jed thought, and still 


these people sat their mounts in the falling rain awaiting 
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his return. He could but shake his head in astonishment 
at their vigilance. Or was it simply a lack of knowing 
what in the world to do next, he wondered, but he was 
sure he would never know. 

It seemed this rain would never relent, so Jedadiah 
took his people under the trees and into an area that 
at least reduced it to a drizzle. There he suggested 
they circle the valley if necessary, and attempt to find 
another way off the mountain. 

“That could take weeks!” exclaimed Marble. 

Jed looked at him seriously. 

“Let’s hope we get lucky,” said Jed. “At least we 
know we’re safe from assault. If worse comes to worst, 
we'll just stay here and let the rest of the world go 
by.” 

While they looked for another way out, Marble 
approached Jed. 

“Will the reinforcements be in Santa Fe by the time 
we get there?” 

Jed looked at his friend in wonder. 


“What reinforcements?” 
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Marble Johnson was obviously confused. 

“Why, the one’s your father talked about when he 
got off the stage.” 

Jed began to laugh, and Marble became irritated, 
then said, “There aren’t any reinforcements, are 
there?” 

Jed got control, and tried to explain to Marble about 
Carroll Bodine. 

“No! Of course not. Dad doesn’t have sixty men. 
And I sure as hell don’t have forty. He was just trying 
to shake up the opposition, and apparently it worked. 
If you believed it, as drunk as you and Raul were, they 
probably did, too.” 

‘What about that foreman he hired for you and sent 
to Nevada. Was that also bunk?” 

Jed turned serious. 

“Unfortunately, that part was true.” Then he 
brightened, and said, “Ah, what the hell. It only means 
that you and I have to go to Nevada and fire a man, 
before we head for that marvelous land of Florida.” 


“Head for Florida? What are you talking about?” 
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“I’m talking about my first, and your second 
honeymoon. What else?” 

And before Marble could respond, Jed was gone. 

Bete Noire was an indomitable steed, and Jed knew 
this animal could get from here to anywhere his heart 
desired, if just given his head. He did exactly that, 
and as a result, it wasn’t long before he was watching 
his head so as not to be knocked from the stallion’s 
back, while Bet was surreptitiously threading his way 
through large pines, while at the same time descending 
considerably with every footfall. 

Jed’s father came up beside him. 

“Why don’t we just stay here, Son? The women are 
safe. Crusty can’t get here.” 

He looked at Jed with a satisfied smile, and his son 
asked, “Would that satisfy you, Dad? I mean, after all, 
this man has come at us with a vengeance. He has had 
no consideration whatever in regards to our womenfolk. 
Would you be satisfied to just sit up here and let him 
get away with everything he’s done?” 


The elder Bodine flushed. 
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“You're absolutely right,” he said to his only son. 
Then recognizing what the boy and his horse were 
about to accomplish, stated, ““You’ve found another 
way down, haven’t you?” 

“I’m not sure, Dad, but I think so. Would you go 
back and round up the others. Let’s get off this mountain 
and tend to business.” 

As his dad rode back to gather the others, Jed said 
affectionately to his back, “Besides, Dad. We have to 
be in Santa Fe in order to welcome our one hundred 
reinforcements.” 

It was not difficult to become geographically 
disoriented on the top of a mountain covered with tall 
pines, and that they all followed the trail that Bet had 
discerned down the mountain and eventually out of 
the rain, they looked upon another grass laden valley, 
where in the distance a small recognizable cabin nestled 
forlornly. 

Jed realized at a glance, that they had arrived exactly 
where they had earlier decided among themselves, 


would be a safe haven for the women. 
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Jed had left the cabin door open, and the stench of 
death had diminished considerably. The older women 
were not affected, but the girls would not enter until the 
others had cleaned out everything that had absorbed 
that extremely distinctive aroma. Even then, they were 
reluctant, but after Joan stated that they could sleep 
outside, and without dinner, they came bustling in to 
share the remainder of the required chores. 

“Alright, Guerilla fighter. How do we go about 
this?” Jed turned to his father, and asked. 

“Oh, come on, Son,” his dad shrugged, and replied. 
“This is your bailiwick. Lead the way, we’ ll follow.” 

Rowan Andrews was back in his stride with a 
vengeance, as that man interrupted, “I have standing 
permission to hire as many deputies as I feel are 
required, and this from the City Fathers. I suggest the 
first thing we do is take back Santa Fe. I will deputize 
everyone here and we’ ll do it legal. If the opposition is 
in town, we jail ‘em. If they’re not, we’ ll hold the town 


while Jed here goes after ‘em.” 
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Rowan’s broad, facetious smile did nothing 

for Jedadiah’s confidence, but he couldn’t help but 

recognize the pure horse sense in the Marshal’s 
suggestion. 


2 


“The women have prepared a fine dinner,” said 
Jed, “let’s eat, while I think about it.” 

They ate, and he thought about it. When they were 
finished, Jed said to everyone, “We ride out tonight. 
We begin our taking back of Santa Fe at Knobby’s 
saloon. I have a few more ideas, but let’s take this one 
step at a time.” 

Jed, Raul and the Marshal were almost completely 
heeled from their much earlier adventure in the Capital 
City, although Jed was set back some from his and the 
black monster’s ride down the slippery mountainside. 
They kissed their respective women long and hard, 


then saddled, mounted and rode out of this peaceful 


valley and on toward Santa Fe. 
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CHAPTER 12 


pparently the rain had only been on the 

7 Nate, and as a result, two days later 
they rode into Santa Fe unopposed, and because of this 
fact, elected to stable their horses with the local hostler. 
There were now fifteen in their group, including the 
nine Mexican hired hands, as they walked into the 
Santa Fe Inn. 

They saw neither hide nor hair of the infamous 
Matthews’ hired hands, or his reported hired guns. They 
walked up to the bar, and Jed said to the ever-present 
Knobby, “I’m going to make you an offer. Think hard 


before you turn it down.” Then he looked over at the 
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Town Marshal, and continued, “If your Marshal agrees.” 
Rowan nodded in the affirmative, while Knobby only 
waited and listened, and Jed went on, “We are going to 
enlist your services. We plan to headquarter here, and 
if you are agreeable, you get to stay in Santa Fe and we 
do not burn down your saloon. On the other hand, if 
you don’t, we start the destruction right here and now. 
What do ya’ say, Mister Mulroon?” 

While Knobby rested his massive forearms on the 
bar and clinched both fists in frustrated acceptance, he 
said almost believably, “I never liked Matthews much 
anyway. Besides, if you win, I'll own this bar outright. 
And you sure as hell better win.” 

“Oh yeah! We will win,” stated Jedadiah Bodine, 
with more confidence than he felt. 

“You made a good decision, Knobby,” offered 
Rowan Andrews. “I was fully prepared to shoot you in 
your good eye and burn this shithouse to the ground.” 

Knobby Mulroon’s complexion had a rather gray 


cast, as he motioned over another bartender. 
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“These people,” he said. Indicating all fourteen of 
the newly appointed piece officers, plus the Marshal. 
“have the run of the house. And serve them anything 
they want, without charge. Forever.” 

He then departed through the door to the kitchen. 
Not much later, Marble, Raul and the Mexican hands 
were just about crocked, and surprising as it was to 
Jed, his father had joined them and was feeling almost 
no pain himself, when Jed turned to Rowan. 

‘Where the hell are they, Andrews? Jed asked. “It’s 
almost certain they’re not here in town.” 

“Camped out somewhere in the vicinity of his 
smoldering ranch house, would be my guess,” answered 
Rowan Andrews. Then asked a question of his own, 
“Would you have really stolen my girl if I'd died?” 

Jed looked perplexed for a moment, then 
remembered, and began to laugh. 

“You’re damn right. I might anyway.” Then Jed’s 
expression sobered, as he stated seriously, “We’re 
being set up. I don’t know how, but I know. Knobby 


somehow has gotten word to Matthews or Milo that 
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we’re here, and that most of us are drunk.” He turned 
to the open bar area, and shouted, “get ready! We’re 
about to be attacked.” If it happened, he was brilliant, 
if it didn’t, he’d look like a fool. 

No sooner were these words out of his mouth, 
than the front door slammed open, and the large glass 
windows shattered. Bullets were ripping through 
flesh, while others were ricocheting dangerously in all 
directions. 

Maybe I was wrong about Knobby, thought Jed, 
as he realized there were only about seven or eight 
assailants. They had greatly underestimated the Bodine 
fighting force, and that certainly would not have been 
the case had Knobby reported their presence. That old 
owl hoot would have been more precise. 

Jed ran immediately to the table occupied by 
Marble, Raul and Carroll Bodine. Shoved them all 
three—in a less than gentle fashion—off their chairs 
to bang on the floor, then turned the table they were 
seated at on its side, protecting them all from the 


blazing gunfire. It was difficult to discern through the 
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smoke, but Jed was nearly positive that the expression 
on the faces of their attacker’s was one of shock at the 
quantity of gunmen they faced. 

Neither Milo nor Crusty was among these gunman, 
and after a very short time, Jed was leaning over the 
only one left alive, and asking quietly of this dying 
man. 

“Crusty and Milo didn’t give a damn about you, or 
they wouldn’t have sent you here to die uselessly. Not 
only that, but they would have been with you. You owe 
them nothing, so tell me. Where are they?” 

God bless the loyalty of a cowhand, and sometimes 
even a professional gunman, Jed thought, as he wiped 
the saliva from his face. Jed felt pride for any man who 
could spit on his enemy with his dying breath. 

“Ask a stupid question, boy, and you either get a 
stupid answer, or spit on,” stated the half inebriated, 
elder Bodine. 

“Thanks, Dad, I needed that,” responded Jedadiah, 
as he moved to the front of the saloon to peer out the 


batwing doors in an attempt to determine who, if any, 
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were preparing to follow up this aborted attempt at 
their demise. 

A few of the Perkins hands had minor scrapes 
and scratches, but they had been saved from total 
destruction by Jed’s early premonition. Jed now went 
charging through the door from the bar to the kitchen in 
search of Knobby Mulroon. He found the large, prone 
figure in the doorway leading to the back ally. He'd 
been beaten, battered, and then shot in the chest. He 
was barely coherent, as he looked up into the eyes of 
the only man who had ever bested him in a knockdown, 
drag out fistfight, and said in a voice so quiet it was 
almost impossible to decipher. 

“You whipped me fair and square. You could have 
shot me, but you didn’t. That’s more than I can say for 
Milo Sovern. If I live, I’m your man forever.” 

“Ah, for crying out loud. Marble!” hollered a 
clearly angry Jedadiah Bodine. “You sober enough to 
find that damn doctor and get me those forceps? Or do 


I have to go at this fat man with a dull knife?” 
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“Jed Bodine with a dull knife,” scoffed a half-tight 
Marble Johnson, as he scurried off to find the local 
sawbones. “I can just see that,” he hollered over his 
shoulder as he left. 

While Jed was doing his best to staunch the bleeding, 
Marble reappeared in a matter of minutes. Jed didn’t 
ask, but could only assume that the old drunken doctor 
had been somewhere in the establishment, and had had 
his small black bag with him. 

Jed didn’t have the stable Joan Perkins to assist 
him this time, and made a choking and gagging Marble 
Johnson remain at his side through the entire procedure. 
It was bloody, messy and nasty, but Jed remained at it 
until he came up with the slug that had caused all this 
urgency. Knobby was still alive, though Jedadiah could 
only wonder how that was possible. 

“The next one’s yours, old-timer,” he told Marble. 
“Especially now that you’re experienced.” 


Jed’s father’s head appeared over Jed’s shoulder. 
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“You figuring on homesteading this place, or are 
we going after those scoundrels?” that older gentleman 
inquired of his son. 

Jed was quiet for some time, then responded, 
“We're just about to hunt ‘em down, Dad.” Then he 
turned to a nearby Rowan, and continued, “I’m going 
to leave five of the Mexican lads here to help you. Is 
that enough?” 

“That? ll do just fine. If I need more, I think I still 
have sufficient prestige to enlist the services of some 
of the local boys.” 

“Good, because two of the boys I’m leaving have 
minor wounds.” He turned to Marble, Raul and his dad, 
and said, “Why are we hanging around here? We’ ve 
got fish to fry.” 

The fat proprietor of the Santa Fe Inn had been 
moved to his apartment upstairs over the saloon, and 
was left in the capable hands of his four lovely, “doves 
of the evening.” 

As the group of ten entered the stable, there was 


nobody in evidence, and with the hair rising on the 
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back of Jed’s neck, he was just about to draw his gun 
while warning the others to beware, when his mother’s 
voice came from the darkness near where Bet had been 
stabled. It was between a whisper, anda choke filled 
cry. 

“Thank goodness you’re here. I was afraid to go 
looking for you.” 

Jed’s father rushed forward, and taking the older, 
and obviously shaken woman in his arms, said over 
his shoulder, “This tears it, Son. No matter what 
happens, I want that son of a bitch Matthews, drawn 
and quartered.” 

Jed understood exactly how his dad felt, but was 
anxious for answers, as he asked gently and reluctantly 
of his mother, “How is it you happen to be here, 
Mom?” 

“That Crusty person came to the cabin. He has Joan 
and the girls,” she answered between sobs. 

At this point, the elder Bodine lady broke down 
and began to cry. Carroll Bodine began to swear, while 


his son only became quieter in his resolve. 


193 


BARRY RAY 

“Holly?” he continued his questioning. 

‘He has her, Son. He has them all,” answered Carol 
Bodine who was attempting to regain her normally 
valiant composure. Finally, Jed’s mom blurted out the 
circumstances of which they were all most interested. 

“This Mister Matthews told us he knew you would 
go to town. He laughed as he told us that the only reason 
he came to the cabin was because, thanks to Jedadiah 
Bodine, he had no other place to go. He said you could 
wait in Santa Fe till hell froze over, but if you wanted 
him, you’d have to come looking.” 

She stopped to catch her breath, then continued with 
urgency in her voice, “They sent me to tell you all this, 
thinking I was a useless old woman. They kept Joan 
to use as a tool against Holly in order to get answers 
about how we escaped from the mountain. They had 
people stationed at the bottom of the incline, so they 
knew we didn’t come down that way. Why they kept 
Mrs. Johnson, I couldn’t say, but I suspect it was to 


cook for them.” 
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Carroll Bodine was saying something about putting 
his wife on the next stage out of this territory, when 
Rowan Andrews spoke out from the shadows, “You can 
forget that. The Overland has discontinued all service 
in and out of Santa Fe until this range war is over.” 

Jed looked up at the Marshal. 

“What are you doing here? Decided to ride with 
us?” asked Jed, with no little surprise in his voice. 

“| have now,” explained the Marshal. “I heard what 
you’re mom said about Samantha and the others.” 
He was quiet a moment while he considered his next 
comment, then continued, “This is a Capital City, you 
know.” As they all watched him some confused, he 
smiled without mirth, and explained further; “Crusty’s 
had a lot of influence in this town for a long time. He’s 
been in touch with the Governor, and that man has had 
me fired, and all of us declared outlaws.” 

They looked at the ex-marshal in shock, but he 
wasn’t through yet, and went on, “The Governor has 


appointed one of his coat-tail relatives to take charge, 
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and they are forming a posse at this moment, with 
instructions to hunt us down and shoot us on sight.” 

Obviously unaffected by this latest news, the older 
Bodine exclaimed, “Hot damn! It looks like we chase 
while we run, Son. Not a totally new experience.” He 
then kissed the top of his wife’s cradled head, and spoke 
gently, “Hang in, Mother. Jed and | will make it all 
right.” Then helping his wife to her feet, and continuing 
to look at her tenderly, he went on, “We’ll be just fine, 
Ma. Hell! I haven’t felt so young in years.” 

“Does this mean I can’t go back to the bar?” Marble 
asked. 

Everyone present ignored him. 

“Don’t you think we should be moving, Jed?” Raul 
asked. 

Jedadiah nodded, and within minutes, they went 
out the back door of the stable and left Santa Fe. There 
was no discussion in regards to their destination. They 
all knew they were headed for the last known vicinity 


of their missing women. 
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It took them two days to reach the trees overlooking 
the cabin on the Perkins’ extended ranch property. As 
they peered into the valley, Jed was satisfied the cabin 
was unoccupied. There was no smoke, and there were 
no horses in the coral. Still, he had his people remain 
among the trees, as he went alone to investigate. 

He realized they had been gone for sometime, and 
began to circle the cabin in an attempt to discover the 
direction they had taken on their departure. Satisfied 
that he knew which way they’d gone, and convinced 
the rest of his group could not now destroy the tracks he 
intended to follow, he motioned for them to approach 
the small cabin. 

“Apparently they threatened one of our women,” 
Jed said to them in general, as the group joined him. 
“And one of the others told them how to get up on the 
mountain from this valley. But it seems to be a little 
more complicated than that.” 

“How so?” inquired Carroll Bodine. 

Jed looked at his father, then from one to another of 


these stalwart individuals, then settled on his dad. 
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“The tracks would indicate that two have ridden 
back to Santa Fe. My guess is Crusty and Milo no 
longer have any fear of walking the streets of town, 
and can do us more damage by prodding the Governor 
than in the field.” 

He looked concerned, and his ever-perceptive 
mother noticed it immediately. 

‘What is it that worries you, Jedadiah? Besides the 
obvious, of course.” 

He returned her look while taking off his hat to 
scratch his head in concentration. 

“IT don’t know any of those cowhands and 
gunfighters. Are the women in danger of being 
molested? Hell, Mom. Sam, Holly and Shannon are the 
three prettiest girls in the whole territory.” 

The Marshal flinched, while Raul began to swear 
in Spanish. Everyone else wore worried looks, as they 
mounted to ride out in pursuit. 

Jed followed the obvious track left by the Matthews 
people, as they headed toward the backdoor of his and 


Marble’s mountain valley. He put Crusty and Milo from 
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his mind. His main concern now, was the retrieval of 
the women held captive, and catching up before their 
captors had any idle time. 

As they approached the beginning of the narrow 
trail up the mountain, and before their view of the 
valley behind was obscured, Jed looked back, and 
what he saw did not make him happy. A group of no 
less than thirty horsemen were just entering the valley 
below. 

He had no doubt that the trail before them would 
be guarded, and unless he missed his guess, the large 
posse, no doubt headed by Crusty or Milo, or both, 
intended on catching them in a cross fire. This trail was 
treacherous at best, and there was no way to simply 
disperse into the woods. Every direction but up or 
down, was a cliff, and not negotiable by a man on foot, 
let alone a horse. 

There was not sufficient room for two horses to 
ride abreast on this trail, but there was ample room to 
dismount, and as Jed did just that, he hand signaled for 


the rest to join him in the middle of their column. Jed 


Ee 


BARRY RAY 

left Bet ground reined as he maneuvered back down 
the trail. He knew the black wouldn’t move. He might 
bite off your head as you walked by, but he would not 
move an inch. 

Jed was relieved to see that the last man in their 
column stayed with his horse, so that animal or any 
other could not turn and bolt down the trail. His first 
question was directed at Raul Dominguez, “How much 
of that mixed blood in you is Indian?” 

The Mexican smiled, and said proudly, “at least 
half. And it’s not just Indian, but Yaqui Indian.” 

His mother was obviously exhausted, and Jed now 
walked back for his bedroll and made her as comfortable 
as possible, then turned to his dad. 

“Td like you and the rest, to walk back down the 
trail and hold off the posse until me and my Indian can 
clear the way ahead.” 

His father nodded, and Jed had a second thought. 

“Don’t hesitate to rely on Marble. With a long gun, 


he happens to be damn good.” 
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“Let’s go, Yaqui,” he said, as he turned to Raul, 
“we're going to test your heritage.” 

Jed took two pair of moccasins from his saddlebag, 
while avoiding a serious nip from those dangerously 
educated teeth of Bete Noire, handed one pair to Raul, 
and they exchanged their boots for the quieter Indian 
footwear. 

‘What exactly do you have in mind?” Raul asked. 

‘My intention is simple. I doubt they’ ve left more 
than two or three behind to guard this entrance. We 
go up and we find whoever’s there, and as quietly as 
possible, we slit their throats.” Jed had a thought, and 
continued; “I know this is mostly Apache country, so 
I’m going to assume that you’re more used to the hard 
soled variety of moccasin. These are of the Sioux type, 
and soft soled, so try not to holler if you get a stone 
bruise. Think about the advantage. With this footwear 
you'll feel every pebble, and won’t be cracking twigs 
that’ll give us away.” 

Raul smiled slyly, and quietly commented, “I once 


heard one Gringo say to another,” he began quietly, 
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“would you try to teach your mother to suck eggs?” I 
was never quite sure what he meant until now. And I’m 


quite sure you get my meaning.” 
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arkness was descending as the two crept 

| Beare and up the narrow trail. Jed was 

impressed by the silence of his traveling companion. 

For big men, he thought, they both moved pretty damn 
well in the woods. 

Jed was secretly hoping for the sound of gunfire 
down the trail. He felt they were close to where he 
himself would have stationed guards, and right about 
now they could use the diversion. 

No sooner than he completed his wish, he heard 
gunfire. He was surprised that the sound from behind 


them was little more than a quiet popping noise. They 
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had obviously traveled farther than he realized, but still 
welcomed the hoped for distraction. 

It wasn’t as dark as he would have liked, but the 
shadows had lengthened considerably, as he caught a 
whiff of tobacco smoke. The trail had broadened, and 
Jed now motioned for Raul to go left as he took the 
right side and followed the smell of smoke. 

He was within twenty feet of the man before he 
saw him. The guard was leaning against a tree, while 
postured in an intent listening mode aimed at the 
popping sounds down the mountain. He threw his 
cigarette down and crushed it with his boot. As he 
straightened, Jed let fly with his Bowie Knife. He was 
aiming slightly up hill, and instead of striking the man 
in the chest as intended, the broad, razor sharp blade 
struck the guard just under the chin, and with such 
force, that it entered his throat and severed his spinal 
column. He dropped without a sound. 

The popping noise began to sound more like 
gunshots and Jed could only assume his rear guard 


was being overwhelmed and moving closer. He heard 
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someone call softly, and knew immediately that another 
of the enemy was wondering what had happened to the 
one Jed had just dispatched. He wondered how Raul 
was making out, but only briefly, as he closed on this 
new threat. 

Jed knew he was close, but 1t was now dark, and 
the man had stopped calling for his companion. He lie 
quietly in the mulch beneath the trees and listened with 
every fiber of his being. There were no further shots 
from below, and Jed suspected this was because it was 
now too dark to distinguish targets. He heard horses 
and people moving up the trail, and knew his father 
had decided that if Jed and Raul hadn’t disposed of the 
upper guards, they’d simply have to do it themselves. 

Jed could wait no longer, and as he jumped up to 
move, he heard a shot very close by, and was nicked 
on the left arm. Another shot followed immediately, 
and as Jed went back to ground, he saw a shape that 
he knew was not Raul, so must be an enemy, and fired 


twice rapidly into the body of this shadow. As Jed stood 
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over the man he had just killed, Raul appeared from 
the darkness. 

“Two for you, two for me, not bad. You think that’s 
all of them?” questioned Raul Dominguez. 

“Probably, but let’s find their horses, then we’ ll 
know for sure,” answered Jed, while striking out to fit 
action to words. 

They eventually found the four tethered horses, 
and satisfied the way was now clear, returned to meet 
their own people; carefully, so as not to be shot. 

As they gathered to enter the mountain valley, it 
was again raining with vicious intent, and Jedadiah 
Bodine made an instant decision. He felt certain these 
people would be holed up in the cave his father had 
located, and he fully intended a full-scale slaughter, for 
whichever survivors headed toward the incline exit. 
Let’s give those that survive the ride of a lifetime, was 
his thinking. 

“I want two of our people that you trust, to stay 
here and guard the trail,” Jed said to Raul. “But I want 


them way down the mountain. Will you handle that?” 


206 


TROUBLESHOOTER 

The Mexican nodded, and went about Jed’s 
bidding. 

“These people are the local authority. Do you really 
want to shoot to kill?” his father asked. 

“Yes! Unless you can convince them not to shoot at 
us with the same intention.” 

His father said no more, and Jed decided, after 
closely observing this bedraggled lot, that they’d best 
camp here till morning. He was concerned for the 
captive’s welfare, but didn’t believe they could do 
them much good in their present condition. They built 
a small fire in the protection of a large pine, and ate 
from their meager supplies. The dog had somehow 
appeared soon after the fire was lit, and now looked at 
these people with forlorn eyes and an obvious appetite. 
Jed shared what little he had with the mutt. 

The group as a whole was exhausted, but even so, 
slept fitfully, and when daylight arrived, it was difficult 
to tell weather the rain had ceased in their absence, but 
it was certainly coming down in buckets this morning. 


As a result there were no tracks to follow, but still Jed 
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believed those they pursued had headed for, and were 
still in attendance at his dad’s fortified cave. Again, 
he felt anxious about the girls in captivity, but for 
everyone to die while saving them would accomplish 
nothing. You’re a hardhearted SOB; he cursed himself, 
then looked at all present. 

‘We wait until dark, then me and my Yaqui go in,” 
said Jed. And the way it was stated, it was obvious to 
all that only he and Raul would be going in first. He 
continued to scrutinize his group, and then continued, 
‘We’ ll all move in as close as possible, and at the first 
gunshot, the rest of you can come a runnin’.” 

This time the ex-Marshal, and now wanted 
renegade, would not be left behind. He did not say as 
much, but Jed realized Rowan had as much at stake as 
he and Raul, so made no comment as the man joined 
them with a set jaw, just waiting for any comment 
that may be forthcoming. As no word was spoken to 
Rowan, he began to relax his set features, and as the 
three crawled up to Carroll Bodine’s manufactured 


rock wall and peered over, Jed was at first relieved that 
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there were no guards. But soon realized that these fools 
were drinking heavily, while three of them were openly 
fondling all three of the beautiful young women at 
the same time, while the rest gawked in appreciation, 
except for another three holding the girls firmly in their 
grasp. 

Jed’s blood began to boil, and as quick as he was 
reputed to be, he still could not stop his two stealthy 
companions from drawing and firing, and he wasn’t 
sure he wanted to anyway. He could only watch in 
fascination, as the fondlers were knocked backwards 
by heavy slugs, then Jed realized one of the smoking 
guns were his own, and all of the violators were as 
dead as they would ever be. 

At the prearranged signal, Jed knew the rest of his 
people would come charging in, and could only cringe, 
knowing their enemy was now fully alerted. There 
were at least fifteen left alive, and though Jed would 
have preferred not exposing the women to gunfire, the 


fat was now in the fire, as all three jumped over the 
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wall and began to systematically mow down their, no 
longer off-guard opposition. 

There were at least fifteen people in this group of 
marauders, and while the three insane invaders continued 
their fusillade, the remainder of their companions joined 
them. Bullets were flying in all directions, caroming 
off rocks, ricocheting off the ceiling of the cave and 
wizzing by the heads and bodies of the invaders. It was 
miraculous that Jed’s group came through the conflict 
unscathed, while not one of the enemy lived through 
the barrage. Even more miraculous, was the fact that 
the women escaped this firefight without a scratch. 
They were however, shattered by the knowledge that 
those they cared about, had observed them while they 
were naked and in the process of being molested. 

With the assistance of the three older women, the 
girls were cut loose and their gags removed. Then the 
ladies began in embarrassment to clothe themselves. 
The men intentionally ignored this problem, as they 
moved from one downed villain to another, praying to 


find one sufficiently alive so as to blow his brains out. 
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Jed had only sufficient time to give one comforting 
hug to Holly, before they heard distant gunshots. Jed 
was over the wall and mounted on Bet before anyone 
else even realized what was going on. He raced the 
magnificent stud through the rain and over the rough 
terrain until he came to the beginning of the narrow 
trail. There he met the two Mexican lads left behind, as 
they fired at every noise they heard. 

These two did not speak English, so Jed reverted 
to his rusty Spanish to ask what was happening. He 
need not have bothered, as bullets came buzzing by 
his head, followed by the riffle reports. He began to 
fire downhill and into nothingness, levering in shell 
after shell. The two boys with him continued to fire as 
before. 

These people they were firing at, mostly city folk, 
didn’t have the stomach for a pitch battle, and soon the 
fire from their side dwindled, then ceased. Evidently, 
thought Jed, even with Crusty or Milo’s urging—and 
he was sure that at least one of them was with this 


group—these slickers wanted nothing more than to be 
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home with their wives by the cozy fireside. And had 
given up and were headed in that direction with a good 
deal more enthusiasm than they had shown recently. 

Jed stood and reached over and tapped each of 
his firing companions gently on the shoulder. As they 
realized no shots were being returned, they looked up at 
Jed, and he saw in the pale moonlight, embarrassment 
on the face of both the boys. 

“Damn well done, gentlemen,” said Jed simply, 
and in English. 

Jed felt sure they had conquered the mountain, and 
was even more secure in the thought that they could 
hold this sanctuary until hell froze over, or they decided 
to leave. He was almost certain nobody could enter 
from the incline, certainly not in force, but decided 
even so, to send at least two of their people to guard 
that egress. 

As fugitives, and with nothing pressing, except 
the possibility that all the remaining Perkins cattle 
might be rustled, they spent a comfortable three weeks 


recovering, both from wounds, exhaustion, hunger 
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and the less tangible stress of being physically and 
mentally assaulted. Jed did not believe that rustling of 
the Perkins cattle would in the long run, be a problem. 
If they were at sometime in the future declared the 
victors of this altercation, they could take back enough 
cattle from Crusty’s herd to make up for any loss. If 
they didn’t win, they would simply steal sufficient of 
Crusty’s cattle to make amends, and at this point, and 
even under his father’s eye, Jed pointed out that quite 
possibly two of the finest cattle rustlers that ever lived, 
were now present. Rowan blanched, while Carroll 
Bodine remained composed. 

Jed had been thinking of Rowan and himself, but 
now remembered some stories told to him as a child. 

“Come to think of it. My father used to swing a 
pretty wide loop himself.” 

His mother of course, immediately chastised him 
for his impudence, while his father only smiled. 

At one point in this period that Jed would always 


remember as the most pleasant of his life, Holly 
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approached him, and stated in a tone that was designed 
to brook no contradiction. 

“We're going to survive this mess,” she proclaimed, 
“and I think it’s only fair for you know, that no matter 
where you go, or what you do, I fully intend to be right 
there beside you.” 

Jed looked into the eyes of this; the only woman 
he’d ever loved, or ever would. 

‘Well, I don’t know what to do about it,” he began, 
“but I guess you know, you’ ve just fulfilled the Carol 
Bodine and Joan Perkins prophecy.” As Holly looked at 
Jed with uncertainty, he completed his thought verbally, 
“I guess I'll just have to go kiss those two busybodies 
for making me the happiest man in the world.” 

Holly ran into his arms, and the hug they exchanged, 
along with the kiss, may have been the most prolonged, 
as well as the most passionate in the history of the 
world. 

Later, they all watched as the Perkins cattle were 
methodically removed from the lush valley below, and 


one could only guess at what Crusty was up to, but the 
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facts, as Jed had presented them to Joan Perkins, did 
not change. Crusty Matthews was getting away with 
nothing. 

One day late in the evening, Marble approached 
Jed. 

“Are we going to stay here forever?” the old man 
questioned. “I need a drink.” 

“My word! Everyone here seems content. You 
and your woman are almost inseparable. What’s the 
problem?” 

‘I told you. I need a drink.” 

“Well, hell, you know where we buried it. Go fetch 
four or five jugs.” 

Marble Johnson did not even wait to say goodbye, 
as he saddled up without a word to anyone, and headed 
for the incline. After four days he hadn’t returned, and 
an excitingly concerned Mrs. Johnson approached 
Jed. She wanted to know the whereabouts of her no 
longer estranged spouse. Jed could but wonder about 
his derelict friend, and asking Raul and Rowan to join 


him, went in search of the missing Marble Johnson. 
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“I should have known better,” Jed stated over his 
shoulder as they neared the incline. “Hell! We all knew 
Crusty had the bottom of this escape route covered.” 

As they rode up to the two young Mexican boys 
guarding this area, Jed was thinking, / wasn t serious. 
How the hell did Marble plan to get to the bottom of 
this corkscrew, anyway? 

“Have you seen Marble Johnson?” Jed asked the 
guards. First they looked concerned, then embarrassed, 
and Jed went on, “It’s alright. He had my permission to 
leave the valley. How did he do it?” 

One of the boys began to explain in fluent English, 
while the other smiled broadly, at the same time 
listening intently. 

“His horse is over with ours.” 

Jed was confused, and asked, “He walked down?” 

“No! He rode his saddle down.” 

And now both boys began to laugh almost 
hysterically. As the one regained some control, he 
continued, “Senor Marble mumbled something about a 


snow shovel, then took his saddle from his mount, and 
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placing it at the edge of this hill, he sat down and put 
his feet in the stirrups. He was grinning like an idiot 
when he asked us to give him a push.” 

This time the young Mexican boys were actually 
rolling in the wet grass while they demonstrated their 
mirth. Their antics were contagious, and Jed was also 
laughing as he dismounted to approach the precipice. 
He looked out and down for a while, then turned to 
Raul and Rowan. 

“Do you suppose it could be done? That you 
could actually ride a saddle down this mountain like 
a sled?” 

Neither would venture to answer, but only walked up 
beside Jed and looked down in awe, at the treacherous 
descent. 

Jed walked over to Bet and unsaddled. 

“Put my horse with Marble’s,” he said to the two 
Mexican boys. 

He walked over to the crest of the hill, sat down on 
his saddle, and put his boots in the stirrups. 


“You boys stay here. I’ll bring him back.” 
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“The hell you say,” retorted Raul, as he ran to 
retrieve his own saddle. 

Rowan said nothing, but was right behind the 
Mexican. As they sat their saddles beside Jed, who 
was now laughing and shaking his head, Raul asked 
through a sheepish grin and clinched teeth, “You have 
any idea how this is done?” 

“J don’t know what Marble did, but I have a theory,” 
said Jed, in a contemplative voice. 

Rowan and Raul sat quietly waiting for more, and 
Jed finally began to elaborate on his idea. 

“If this were snow, I doubt you could do what 
we’re about to attempt. Now, this wet grass is slicker 
than snow ever dared to be, but because of that, we’re 
going to be moving at one hell of a clip.” Both of his 
friends looked at him with wider eyes, as Jed chuckled 
and went on, “Let me finish the whole thing, then you 
can say whatever you want.” 

They both nodded in ascent, and now even the two 


young Mexican boys were captivated. 
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“Put your feet straight out in front of you. Grab that 
saddle horn with both hands. Lean back, just like you 
were riding a bronc, and keep those feet off the ground. 
Keep your head tilted down and forward, so you can 
focus both eyes on the trail before you. Now, this damn 
incline is a corkscrew to the right, so unless you want 
to go off a cliff and rap around a tree, you’re going to 
have to turn as it does.” 

“This is insane!” exclaimed Rowan. And both he a 
Raul were about to dismount their potential cyclones, 
when Jed continued, “To turn with the trail, you'll have 
to plant your right heel. In snow, you would either 
break that leg, or go flying straight up into the air, to 
land God only knows where. But with this slick grass 
and hard ground, there shouldn’t be any grab, just the 
necessary drag to pull you in the direction of that right 
planted heel.” 

Relating to his companions everything he surmised, 
Jed was finished, then scooting his saddle forward, he 
was gone. Caught up in the excitement, Rowan didn’t 


even think, but followed immediately. Before Raul 
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could have second thoughts, two laughing Mexican 
boys pushed him off into oblivion. 

There was very little time for conscious thinking 
on this whirlwind trip down the side of a mountain, 
but Jed managed to slip in a couple of what he thought 
might be important considerations. The right drag was 
working, and he had made it around the first twist, but 
he couldn’t keep his left leg up, so bent it at the knee, 
and crossed it in front of the saddle and toward his 
right stirrup. 

He had no idea at what speed he was moving, but he 
was certainly aware that he had never gone faster. If he 
made it to the bottom, would he be capable of getting 
a gun Out in time to handle whatever opposition was 
left to guard the bottom of this valley entrance? And 
the last question in his mind, turned to a statement, as 
he yelled over his shoulder to the two he knew were 
following. “We just ruined three good saddles.” 

“Hell! There’s no way I'd tote this damn thing 


back up that hill anyway,” came the shouted reply from 
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behind Jed. And as he might have guessed, it came 
from Raul. 

It was nothing short of a miracle that all three 
adventurers made it all the way down without incident. 
As Jed hit the bottom, and just sort of slowed, then 
came to an anticlimactic halt, the others came almost 


immediately behind him. 
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CHAPTER 14 


Ne three stood on trembling legs, with drawn 
pistols, and Jed could only believe that 
Raul and Rowan had had similar thoughts as his on 
their ride down. Their concern was for nothing, as 
two individuals lie directly in front of them, with their 
chests blown out. 

‘Nice work, Marble,” was Jed’s comment. And he 
stated further to the two in his company, “It looks like 
Marble set out on foot. Let’s find these gentlemen’s 
horses and get moving. They won’t need ‘em, and the 


whiskey tree’s a way’s off.” 
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Night was falling and it was becoming almighty 
chilly by the time they reached the buried booty. All 
three felt no less than stupid for not even considering 
bringing their bedrolls. They spotted Marble lying 
sprawled at the foot of the now infamous tree, and 
Jed rushed forward to investigate. After some time, he 
stood from his kneeling position over the prone figure 
to face two concerned people. 

“He’s fine, just drunker than a Hoot Owl,” he 
announced. As they both smiled, Jed continued, “And 
unless we want to freeze to death, we’d better join him. 
We won’t be any warmer, but with luck, we’ll be too 
numb to give a damn.” 

From that point on the night was a blur, and at 
sunrise, though Jed, Raul and Rowan had indulged 
in some sleep, they were still intoxicated. The first 
to speak was Marble, and his comment was less than 
flattering as he looked at his sprawled companions. 

“Amateurs.” As the three looked over at him, he 
continued, “How do you three happen to be here?” 


Jed had to first shake his cobweb filled head. 
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“You damn old fool,” responded Jed, for himself 
and the others. ““You’ve been gone for days. We came 
to carry your body back.” 

“Have they replaced the guards?” asked Marble. 

“Not since yesterday,” said Raul. That was some 
damn fine shooting, but why didn’t you take one of 
their horses?” 

“I was too shook up to think about it.” Then 
Marble snickered, and went on while pointing at two 
rifles propped against the whiskey tree. “Damn fools. 
I went sliding right between ‘em. Hell! They shot each 
other.” 

As the others looked at this old derelict speechless, 
Marble continued, “I didn’t even think to bring a 
weapon. Ruined a damn good saddle though. How’d 
you three get down?” 

Jed shook his head and smiled. 

“The same way you did, you old codger. And I’m 
not so sure we can’t salvage our saddles. Of course it’s 
gonna be a bit of a chore getting “em back up the hill, 


totin’ ‘em backwards, and all.” 
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He received no smiles from his companions, as 
everyone simply grabbed a jug of liquor each, and they 
began their trek back to the mountain valley. 

At the foot of the incline they retied their borrowed 
horses to a tree, and without a word, all three with 
Jed, shouldered their saddles and began to back up the 
mountain. 

The funniest to watch was Marble, who also 
attempted to carry two rifles, two filled gun belts and 
his two jugs of liquor. 

As the three heard Jed laugh, they all looked at 
him suspiciously, while without a word, he took his 
rope from his saddle, tied one end around the horn, 
and while holding the other end, began up the hill 
backwards, planting his heels as he climbed. When 
the slack was gone from the rope, he hauled up the 
saddle, and then began the process all over again. All 
the rest followed suit, and the only words spoken on 
this laborious journey were Jed’s. 

“I'd as soon not haul this saddle, but I sure don’t 


relish the idea of riding Bet bareback.” 
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When they reached the top, the four were completely 
exhausted. Jed allowed the two Mexican boys three 
generous swallows of the fiery liquid each, and that 
was all, explaining that they needed to remain alert. 

They spent the night there, and the following 
morning Jed approached Marble, Raul and Rowan, and 
told them of the idea that had come to him in the night, 
and cussed himself for not thinking of it when they 
were at the bottom of the hill. 

“My dad knows the Governor of Texas, and Ill 
bet ya’ he knows him a hell of a lot better than Crusty 
knows the Governor or New Mexico.” 

Everyone looked at him as though he were a name 
dropping snob, but Jed only produced that crooked little 
smile, that was somewhere between embarrassment, 
and “I’ve got a secret,” 

“I’m going back down the hill,” said Jed. “ We 
should have cut those boy’s horses lose anyway, Just 
in case they don’t send new guards. Then I’m going 
to ride to the telegraph line and send a message to 


the Governor’s Mansion in Texas, and sign my dad’s 
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name. The way I see it. One Governor to another 
should carry a lot more weight than Crusty Matthews 
to a Governor.” : 

They all agreed, and Marble commented, “You just 
want to ride that damn mountain again.” 

“‘There’s two horses down there, and I’m hankerin’ 
to ride that mountain again myself,” said Raul. 

The rain in the valley had stopped, and Jed was 
thinking, that if they waited a few days they could ride 
down. On the other hand, in a few days, their enemy 
could ride up, and he planned to be back by then. 

Rowan and Marble had evidently had enough of 
the incline, and both seemed anxious to return to the 
loves of their life, so Jed asked them to tell Holly and 
his dad what he was up to. As Jed dragged his saddle 
back to the top of the hill, he cautioned Rowan and 
Marble, “We’ll be coming up the other entrance, and 
we'll probably be on foot, so for God’s sake, warn 
whoever is guarding in that direction to be watching 


Forse: 
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“Before you disappear this time, I have a question, 
said Rowan Andrews, “How do you plan to get into 
town and send a wire?” 

“I don’t,” answered Jed, as he pushed off. 

The ride down was easier this time, but no less 
exhilarating, and the very thin margin for error was 
still apparent. He narrowly missed going off a cliff 
before he got his sliding devise back under control. 
Mother Nature had evidently placed a scrub pine right 
on the edge of the cliff, and Jed was fortunate enough 
to careen off the small, tough tree and back onto the 
path. Pay attention, he thought, or pay the price. 

As he reached the bottom this time, there were two 
live bodies guarding, and both were aiming rifles at him, 
but they were so in shock at his mode of transportation, 
they remained transfixed, while he drew the gun at his 
back and shot them both. 

Jed heard Raul scream not that far up the hill behind 
him, then a distinct crash, followed immediately by 
a marvelous demonstration of four letter words in 


Spanish. Jed recognized from the language, that Raul 
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was all right, and went in search of the now four horses 
available to them. He selected the two freshest, and 
waited for Raul to arrive. As the Mexican approached, 
he was smiling but unhurt. 

“I heard the gunfire,” he explained, “and while 
trying to get my gun out, I totally lost control. Whew! 
What a ride.” 

Jed smiled, as they both mounted and rode toward 
Santa Fe. 

It was the next day, and they were both hungry. 

“How do you plan to send a wire, if we're not going 
into town?” asked Raul. 

“Oh, we’re going to town alright, because you need 
to do a little soliciting, and I’m hungry as a bear. We’ re 
just not going to send our wire from town.” 

“You are a man of mystery,” said Raul, while 
shaking his head. “How in the world do we send a 
wire, if not from town?” 

Raul noticed they had circled Santa Fe, but only 
assumed they were headed for the predominantly 


Mexican portion of the community, when Jed didn’t 
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respond, but halted at the base of a telegraph pole. He 
stood on the back of his horse, reached as far as he 
could, and began to climb the pole. 

Raul watched in astonishment, but kept quiet, as 
Jed straddled the tee on top of the pole. He drew his 
gun, and while twisting and stretching the wire on the 
opposite side of the pole from the town of Santa Fe, 
continued twisting until it snapped. Then while holding 
the wire so it wouldn’t fall to the ground, he twisted 
one end of the broken wire around the hammer of his 
pistol, while tapping out his desired message with the 
barrel against the opposite broken end headed away 
from Santa Fe and toward Texas. 

“lll be damned, you don’t even need a 
telegrapher.” 

Jed didn’t allow the comment to interfere with his 
concentration, as he continued to send his message four 
full times. Satisfied the message had been received 
down line; he climbed back down the pole to remount 


his horse. 
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“They should find and repair this break easily 
enough,” Jed said, while grinning at Raul. “Let’s go 
get something toeat.” 

Raul had heard stories about his traveling 
companion’s escapades on the wrong side of the law, 
and could only assume that this last adventure had 
something to do with Jed’s earlier, nefarious leanings. 
Still, he laughed all the way to the Little Mexico 
Cantina. 

It was near evening when the two hungry fugitives 
entered Santa Fe, and unbeknownst to both, it was a 
Saturday night and the hitching posts were jam-packed 
with horseflesh. 

Only because Jed’s current mount had a disposition 
to match Bet’s, and big teeth and a ready jaw, were 
they able to find spots to rein in their mounts. The 
animal took hunks of flesh out of sufficient tied horses, 
to allow them to reach the rail. 

Jed missed the pesky mutt, but his mom had taken 
a liking to the dog and kept the mangy creature at 


her side. The animal was likewise enamored to Mrs. 
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Bodine for food favors, and ceased to follow Jed and 
Bete Noire. Jed consoled himself by thinking the dog 
wouldn’t follow this big ugly brute in any event, and 
he smiled inwardly at the thought of giving the dog a 
ride down the incline. 

As Jed and Raul entered the clamoring cantina, they 
were flocked by enthusiastic cowboys, Mexican and 
Anglo alike, who obviously considered them heroes 
for their flaunting of the notoriously unfair Santa Fe 
laws. Crusty had had his own way too long, and these 
people could only rejoice in empathy with the likes of 
Bodine and Dominguez. 

Jed would have preferred their arrival in town be 
kept a secret, but that possibility was most unlikely 
now, and they both, independently decided to play it 
bold, as they were both generally inclined to do in any 
event. As they strolled up to the bar like a couple of 
peacocks, Raul yelled for food, Mexican food, and the 
hotter the better. 

Jed listened with only half his attention, as he had 


noticed a huge bear of a man bellied up to the bar with a 
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good three feet of empty space on both sides of him. He 
walked directly up to Knobby Mulroon, and slapping 
both palms on the bar, ordered tequila for Raul and 
himself, and one of whatever Knobby was having. 

Knobby was full in his cups, and it was after he 
consumed Jed’s proffered drink, that he recognized 
who was buying. For some reason, particularly by 
saving his life, Jed thought he had won this man over, 
and was caught completely off guard by the big man’s 
obvious hostility. Maybe Knobby just didn’t have it in 
him to be a nice person, he thought, as that man began 
his tirade, directed at an unassuming Jedadiah Bodine. 

Knobby had now turned to face him, and Jed 
slapped the owner of the Santa Fe Inn open handed, 
but with such force as to knock off his hat, and jar the 
man clear to his heels. Jedadiah Bodine’s had rendered 
lesser men unconscious with his swift palm. 

“T don’t fight drunks,” said Jed in a sympathetic 
tone, after Mulroon had partially recovered from the 
blow. “And my God, man, you can’t possibly have 


recovered from your earlier chest wound. Now, you 
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either sober up, or wait till I’m drunk. Then I'll dance 
to your tune till the sun comes up.” 

“Damn!” exclaimed Knobby, as he reached down 
for his hat and put it back on. “You are a scrappy little 
man.” 

Now, it was indeed a large individual who could 
seriously think of Jed Bodine in terms of small. Jed 
remained wary, but even so, he and Raul had tilted the 
fiery Mexican liquid down their throats just as Knobby 
made his absurd comment. They both began to laugh 
in the middle of a swallow, and choking and sputtering, 
they eventually began to laugh even harder. 

They continued to drink, and though they had eaten 
twice, they, as everyone else in the cantina, were drunk 
as skunks. 

“Are you as drunk as I am, now?” Knobby asked of 
Jed in a slurred tone. 

Jed, in his inebriated mode, grinned like an idiot, 
and nodded in the affirmative. His next recollection 


was smashing into the far wall and sliding down to his 
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bottom. His smile remained, but the realization of pain 
in his jaw stirred him vaguely to anger. 

Knobby was too drunk to follow his advantage, 
and Jed struggled to his feet and returned as best he 
could in the general direction of his earlier antagonist. 
As he approached the bar, he saw Raul grab a heavy 
chair, raise it above his head, while a drunken, dazed 
Knobby watched in fascination as the Mexican fell over 
backwards and unconscious. As Jed stood before this 
giant of a man, who was winding up to deliver another 
haymaker, Jed raised both hand palms outward, and a 
thought made its way fleetingly through his stupor. 

“Why are you here,” he asked, “and not in your 
own Saloon?” 

Knobby blinked as the question registered on his 
foggy brain. 

“Crusty Matthews ran me out of my own bar, then 
had me declared outlaw.” He squinted hard at Jed, and 
you could almost see the man’s mind work, as he went 
on, “It’s all your fault. You told me we was gonna to 


win this fracas.” 
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Knobby Mulroon began to sob, and Jed could barely 
stand to see a woman in tears. To see a full-grown man 
cry, was more than he could handle. He shouldered an 
unconscious Raul, than grabbed Knobby by a sleeve, 
and led both out of the cantina. 

Mulroon had no horse, so Jed simply tightened the 
cinch on one near their own mounts and helped the 
large man up, then struggled to get Raul situated, and 
led the way out of town. 

None of the three were in any shape for prolonged 
travel; as a result, Jed went only a short distance 
from Santa Fe before he found a suitable area for a 
campsite. He dumped his inert companions roughly on 
the ground, staked the horses near grass and water, and 
returned to pass out himself. 

The threesome woke late in the day with large heads 
filled with shattered glass. Knobby could remember 
nothing of the preceding evening, but did remember 
that he also had been outlawed, and seemed perfectly 
comfortable in the company of Jed and Raul, and 


bothered not a whit, about his stolen horse. Without 
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breakfast, and with no words exchanged, Jed saddled 
and led out as the other two followed. Jed finally 
broke the silence with a statement directed at Raul 
Dominguez, “My feeble idea, before we over trained 
last night, was for you to solicit some help from your 
frustrated Mexican friends.” 

‘“Wouldn’t have worked anyway. I don’t have any 
friends but you and Marble. And don’t want anymore, 
either. 

Jed was never to know whether that was aimed at 
Knobby so the man would keep his distance, or whether 
Raul simply didn’t want to have any more friends like 
Jedadiah Bodine and Marble Johnson. At any rate, they 
continued on in silence. 

Jed had earlier believed that he and Raul, when 
approaching this entrance to the mountain valley, 
could mingle with the Matthews hands and go 
unobserved, and ultimately sneak away and up the 
hill. With Knobby Mulroon in their company, it was a 
brand knew situation. Jed had also hoped against hope 


that their pursuers had given up on being able to enter 
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their sanctuary from this entrance. It wasn’t to be, and 
because he was known by almost no one on sight, and 
Raul was known by few of the Anglo community, his 
alternative was to make for the big ex-bar owner, a 
very uncomfortable ride. 

At long last, he convinced Knobby to drape across 
his saddle and play dead. He and his Mexican hired 
hand would be taking a dead Knobby Mulroon to 
Crusty Matthews, or Milo Sovern to collect their just 
due, monetarily. 

Night had fallen, and eventually the two pseudo- 
bounty hunters were directed to the campfire of Crusty 
Matthews himself. The trick was to avoid that fire and 
get to the foot of the entrance without the last group to 
give them directions noticing. 

At no point were they optimistic in achieving their 
charade. So much so, that even Knobby had two loaded 
revolvers tucked in his jacket, even though the poor 
man was upside-down, while his small mount labored 


under the awkward overload. 
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In situations like this, Jed knew that the worst that 
can happen generally does. And now, strolling casually 
from the campfire they had last been directed toward 
came Milo Sovern to question the intruders. 

“Who are you?” asked Milo. “And who’s the dead 
man?” 

Before Jed could even begin to formulate a reply, 
Knobby took one of his stashed pistols and fired off 
three rounds at the Matthews ramrod. The man dropped 
immediately to the ground, but Jed would have bet his 
Nevada spread he was not hit, and so he and Raul sank 
spurs to their borrowed mounts. Jed noticed, out of the 
corner of one eye, Knobby’s struggle to gain his seat in 
the saddle, and peppered the area where Milo had gone 
to ground, hoping to allow Mulroon sufficient time to 
right himself on his borrowed horse. 

As Knobby gained his seat, they all three ran a 
gauntlet to the foot of the narrow land bridge to the 
valley. Bullets whizzed and whistled past their ears, but 
miraculously, they all three arrived at their destination 


without a scratch. They hurriedly dismounted, and Jed 
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instructed them to aim the horses in different directions 
and slap their rumps soundly, hoping they would draw 
fire, and divert the now heavy volley of gunfire away 
from them. 

The tactic worked moderately well, but the 
threesome still had enemies afoot between them and 
their destination. Without the Indian footwear, Jed 
and Raul were still exceedingly quiet, but Knobby, no 
frontiersman, was like a bull in a china closet. Every 
step he took was a cacophony of snapping twigs. Jed 
fairly tackled the man. 

“Take off your boots and carry them,” said Jed, 
once they were on the ground. “I’d rather hear your 
screams of pain, than continue to listen to you breaking 
up the forest underfoot.” 

Somehow, they gained the high valley trail before 
those attempting to catch them, and now they faced the 
problem of convincing their own guards that they were 


friendly, in a world of the unfriendly. 
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Knobby was still a noisy burden, and could possibly 
get them all shot by their own people. Jed finally asked 
the big, clumsy man to sit, and face down hill. 

‘You’ ll be covering our backsides. When we holler, 


you put on your boots and come a runnin’.” 
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a]: boys on guard were certainly alert, 


particularly after the abundance of gunfire 
from down the hill. Now it was a matter of pride for 
both Jed and his part Yaqui companion, to see if they 
were capable of approaching to within killing range, 
before detection. 

They were both good, very good. Even in boots, 
they both stood and unarmed two of the guards before 
they realized what was happening. Then Jed said ina 
normal tone, directed downhill. 


“Come on up, Knobby. It’s all clear.” 
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Before the two peerless trackers could get their 
egos in high gear, they were told to hold very still or be 
very dead. Jed recognized his dad’s voice, and while 
chuckling, he said to Raul, “Best we behave. That old 
man is every bit as good as we think we are.” 

Carroll Bodine knew it was his son even before he 
had issued his warning, but thought, a little humility 
never hurt anyone. And the boy seamed to be getting’ 
mighty uppity. Jed sat down while looking up at Raul. 

“I’m plumb tuckered,” said Jed to his Mexican 
friend. 

Raul joined him, and this is how Marble and 
the elder Bodine found them. Then came a Knobby 
Mulroon, huffing and puffing up to their location, and 
nearly collapsing, to a likewise sitting position. 

Carroll Bodine sent the two Mexican youths down 
the trail with instructions to keep their eyes peeled, 
accompanied by a small chewing out for letting three 
such clumsy intruders as these seated gentlemen, to 
sneak up on them. Then he turned to his son. 


“You get your wire off?” 
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“T did.” 

“I don’t suppose you thought to have ‘em send 
along a U.S. Marshal?” 

Jed smiled, and said simply, “I did.” 

The older Bodine only smiled back in approval 
of his son’s competence, and said, ““We’ve got ample 
horses here. Let’s get back to the cave, your mom’s 
some anxious.” His smile broadened, and he went on, 
‘And that little lady of yours, we had to almost hog-tie 
to keep from following you to Santa Fe.” 

It had not rained in the mountain valley for some 
days now, and after only one short night’s rest, Jed 
was beginning to think about leaving this area to go on 
with his dad’s afore mentioned Guerilla tactics. He was 
certain they could ride down the incline on horseback. 
Everyone else counseled for waiting the arrival of the 
U.S. Marshal, but Jed placed little credence in that 
man’s ability to solve their problems, if he bothered to 
show at all. 

“I’d like to march straight into Santa Fe and take 


back Knobby’s saloon. We can set up camp there 
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and hold it till your Marshal comes. It’s not safe here 
anymore. There are just too many known ways to get 
up here, and we no longer really have a backdoor.” 

These were the comments of a restless Jedadiah 
Bodine, as the debate continued. Eventually, a 
compromise was reached, or close enough to a 
compromise to suit Jed. After many hours of this 
verbal conflict, the majority saw it his way. Knowing 
this, he ignored the dissenters and began to saddle his 
black stallion. Low and behold, the pesky mutt was 
back nipping on the stud’s heels, and a never relenting 
Bete Noire, kicked out to catch him soundly in the rib 
cage, but after a few whines and whimpers, the damn 
fool dog was back at it. 

The ride across the valley and down the incline 
was uneventful, but the memory of his descent on 
horseback, and his two saddle adventures had Jedadiah 
smiling as they came to the area of expected guards. 
There was nobody there, and Jed could only reason, 


that either Crusty wasn’t tending to business, or 
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was running out of troops, even with New Mexico’s 
Governor's assistance. 

The trip to Santa Fe was equally without incident, 
and Jed, as well as the rest of his people, were 
beginning to wonder if maybe the hoped for Governor 
to Governor communication had taken place. They 
timed their arrival with the wee hours of the morning, 
and rode into Santa Fe totally unmolested. 

Taking back the Santa Fe Inn however, would 
probably be a completely different situation, and Jed 
had a sneaking suspicion as to what might be going 
on there, and to what degree the saloon would be 
guarded.” 

He maneuvered his people through side streets, 
and eventually to the livery. There, they tended to the 
necessities of their mounts, and presenting Raul once 
again with moccasins, instructed the others to make 
their way slowly and cautiously to the front of the Inn, 
but on the other side of the street. He and Raul did the 


same, but in advance of the others. 
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‘Tet’s cross the street to the other side,’ Jed 
suggested, while they were still some distance from the 
saloon. “I have a gut feeling we’ll find front and rear 
guards, as well as people on the roof.” 

Raul made no comment, but followed Jedadiah 
across the dirt street to the opposite side. As they 
watched from concealment, they saw one man tucked 
back in the shadows, while another walked back and 
forth on the boardwalk. 

“Why don’t we just set up at the Cantina?” Raul 
whispered to Jed. “Hell! We'd all be welcome there.” 

Jed waited a moment while observing the guards. 

“Your people have enough trouble in this town just 
making ends meet. What do you think would happen 
to the those at the Mexico Cantina, if when this is all 
over, we're still fugitives?” 

Raul took very little time to respond. 

“Good point. How do you want to handle this?” 

“Give me enough time to get to the corner of 


Knobby’s building. Keep watch. I’ll signal, and then 
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you stagger across the street like you’re drunk. Ill do 
the rest.” 

Before Raul could argue, or even make a counter 
proposal, Jed was gone. As Jedadiah made his way 
in the darkness, he was thinking that this must go off 
silently. He knew there must be people in place on the 
roof, and he wanted these front guards out of the way 
without alerting what he considered his next target. 

He had long since decided to ignore the guards 
in the rear, but he remained pensive at the thought 
his other people might move in prematurely. He had 
cautioned them to come only on his signal, but fully 
understood what it was like to remain out of the action, 
and impatient. 

He stepped from the shadows and waited until 
Raul saw him and began his staggering approach. The 
walking guard ceased his aimless ambling, and walked 
out into the street to meet and deal with this drunken 
Mexican, and as Jed suspected, the hidden guard leaned 


out from the shadows in curiosity. It was enough, and 
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Jed let fly with one knife, to catch the hidden guard in 
and through the neck. 

The grunt and gurgling sound forced the guard now 
in the street to turn and investigate. While turning, he 
presented Jed with an even more perfect target. He let 
fly with his other Bowie. This one buried itself to the 
hilt in the chest of this unsuspecting enemy, and Raul, 
ever the quick thinker, grabbed the man before he could 
hit the ground and possibly alert those they expected to 
be on the roof. 

He dragged the dead man to the steps and laid him 
beside the other grotesquely punctured figure. Jed 
appeared from nowhere. 

“Let’s go topside,” he said in a low tone. 

Raul had to marvel at Jedadiah’s composure 
and efficiency. The man was truly a significant 
killing machine. As he followed Jed to a place they 
could achieve the roof, he had to shake his head, as 
he remembered, / actually hit this deadly individual 
over the head with not one chair, but two. Had I only 


known. 
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With the power these two men possessed in their 
upper bodies, it was only seconds before they had gained 
the roof of Knobby’s building. Jed had retrieved his 
knives as second nature, and now realized they would 
again be required for the next stealthy procedure. As 
they crept across the rooftop in a bent forward position 
to prevent a silhouette, they spied three watchmen in 
various positions on this view above the city, one in the 
center facing forward, and one on each corner. 

The first guard was dispatched with such rapidity, 
that he was hardly worth mentioning. As_ they 
approached the next, stealth was of the utmost. Just 
before they reached the middle guard, he turned, and 
seeing Jed and Raul, immediately brought his rifle to 
bear. Before he could fire, Raul’s bone handled knife 
sliced through his upper body, but before they could 
reach him, he crashed to the roof. 

The third and distant guard spun in their direction, 
and Raul was heard to say at a much later date, and on 
many occasions, that Jed sailed his trusty Bowie Knife 


a full sixty feet, and a more accurate throw was never 
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witnessed. They had now silenced all the guards but 
those at the back of the building, of which they were 
not at this time concerned. 

They muscled their way down to the second 
story balcony and entered one of the unlocked doors. 
There was nobody stationed on the second floor, and 
as the duo peered down into the main barroom, they 
observed only five people. And once again, their two 
main nemeses, Milo and Crusty were not among these 
hapless. 

The designated signal to bring the rest of their 
people on the run was three rapid gunshots, and being 
not a wastrel, Jed now fired his three shots in rapid 
succession, and three unsuspecting fell dead to the 
floor. He fired twice more before Raul could get off 
a shot, and moments later the front doors flew open 
and the rest of their anxiously waiting group entered 
with drawn guns, only to be disappointed by the lack 
of opportunity left to them for retaliation. 

They looked up to see the two grinning down at 


them, and Knobby rushed to the kitchen with gun in 
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hand, he reappeared seconds later to announce that 
the building was secure. Jed and Raul began to laugh, 
as did the others. Knobby looked abashed, but soon 
recovered, and asked without waiting for an answer, 
“Anybody want breakfast?” 

He disappeared again into the kitchen. In the next 
few minutes, they positioned their own set of guards, 
but this time putting three men on the second story 
balcony. 

Knobby kept a well-stocked kitchen, and the recent 
intruders had barely made a dent in the accumulated 
stores. They had all they needed for a three-month siege. 
It was however, only three days before an individual 
who insisted he was a United States Marshal hailed 
them from across the street. 

“You have more experience in this Marshaling 
business than the rest of us,” Jed said to Rowan. “You 
want to meet him out on the porch to negotiate?” 

The ex- Marshal of Santa Fe nodded, and headed 
for the front door, while several people covered him 


and the U.S. Marshal with drawn and cocked guns. 
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“You, Sir,” Holly began, in an exceedingly brusque 
manner as she approached Jed, “* have been avoiding 
me, and as a matter of fact, I do indeed take seriously 
the schemes of our doting mother’s.” 

Jed looked blank at first, then remembering their 
long since conversation, could only wonder at this 
woman’s mind. 

“Well, my dear,” he laughed, and said, “if we don’t 
all end up in the hoosegow, I guess you and I might just 
try to make a life together. That is, if you’re willing.” 

Any doubt Jed might have had about Holly’s 
willingness was soon dispelled, as the young, 
athletic woman fairly leaped into his arms and began 
smothering him with kisses. Those nearby that noticed 
only smiled at what they had long considered to be 
inevitable. Shannon was holding tightly to Raul’s arm, 
the ex-Mrs. Marble Johnson was actually sitting in 
that old scoundrel’s lap, while Samantha Mack peered 
pensively out the front door at her man. 

What seemed a long time later to those waiting 


on pins and needles inside the saloon, Rowan finally 
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returned, and his expression was anything but genial. 
He walked directly up to Jed, planted his feet solidly, 
and stated solemnly, “The ladies can stay right here, as 
can your folks Knobby and the rest of the boys. The 
Marshal is satisfied they are guilty of no crime. Me 
too, as far as that goes. But he wants you, Raul and 
Marble to surrender yourselves to be jailed until they 
can get together twelve jurors for a trial.” 

Jed didn’t even have to think about it, as he turned 
to one of the Mexican lads, and requested that the 
youngster head out the back and around to the stable. 

“Saddle Bet, Marble’s knot-head, and any adequate 
horse you can find for Raul. You’ve got about five 
minutes.” He turned back to Rowan, and asked, ““What 
would you recommend?” 

The hard-eyed Marshal of Santa Fe smiled for the 
second time in memory. 

“What’s the difference what I recommend?” he 
asked. “You’ve already decided what you’re gonna 


do.” 
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Jedadiah smiled without mirth, and contradicted 
the lawman. 

“You’re wrong, Andrews. All I’ve decided, is what 
I’m not gonna do. And that’s fairly simple. There’s 
no way I’m going to allow this town to jail Raul and 
Marble for what I’ve done. And there is no way in hell 
this child is goin’ to jail.” 

Rowan Andrews made a move for his gun, and Jed 
reached over in the flick of an eye, to cover the man’s 
right hand with his own left while it was still on the 
pistol grip. 

“T thought you might think the U.S. Marshal’s idea 
was a good one.” 

And with a look that anyone who knew him would 
recognize as apologetic, he drew in a flash, and laid the 
barrel of his sidearm across the ex-Marshal’s temple, 
felling him instantly. Sam screamed and knelt by 
Rowan’s side, as Jed turned to his father. 

‘Keep him here, Dad. We need time. Somehow, I’1l 


be in touch.” 
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He motioned to Raul and the old town drunk, and 
they headed for the back door. Raul peeked out the 
door, and caught splinters in the side of his face for 
his effort. He turned, and stated needlessly, “There are 
way too many watching the back now.” 

Jed turned to Knobby. 

“All right, you old, bald scoundrel. How do we get 
out of here without anybody knowin’?” 

“How did you know?’ Knobby asked, while 
smiling secretly. 

“T didn’t. But I’m not stupid, and neither are you. I’d 
sure as hell have me a way out nobody knew about.” 

Knobby was still smiling as he led the three fugitives 
into his office at the side of the kitchen, and applying 
gentle pressure against a specific portion of the outside 
wall, pushed through a thin veneer. The wall actually 
collapsed, and they were immediately in a vacant ally. 
Knobby pointed out that there were no windows on this 
side of the building, so no reason to post a guard. He 
then gave quick directions to the stable, and returned 


to the main barroom. 
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As Andrews awoke, he looked up and into the 
business end of a cocked and ready weapon, held 
nonchalantly by a seated Carroll Bodine. The older 
man smiled. 

“The boy don’t want to go to jail, Rowan. What can 
I say? Now, you get up real gentle like, and walk out 
there and tell that U.S. Marshal those three are gone, 
and he’s welcome to come on in here and verify till 
his little heart’s content. Move!” commanded the old 
gentleman in a tone that was not to be disobeyed. 

On the way to the door, Rowan tried to explain to 
this Bodine, “I wasn’t turning on Jed. I just thought it 
would be better for all concerned if he gave himself 
up.” 

They walked on to the front door, as Samantha, not 
so sure about Rowan Andrews anymore, hung back, 
and Carroll Bodine only nodded in the affirmative, and 
continued to prod the ex-Town Marshal in the direction 
he intended. Only those who knew Mrs.Bodine well 


could have read the contempt in her eyes. 
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efore they left the stable, Jed insisted they 
B lead an additional horse each behind them. 
This could be a long haul, he considered, and quickly 
removed his saddle from Bet, to replace it on a borrowed 
gelding. If it got ugly later, he wanted the black under 
him. 
They left town quietly, and without being observed. 
On the outskirts of town, Jed was shaken from his 
concentration on escape, by the barking of a nearby 
dog. And looking down and back, noticed they were 
followed by the mongrel mutt that was once again 


up to his old trick of nipping at the horses heels. He 
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wondered where this creature had been, and where 
he’d come from this time. Then sinking spurs into their 
mounts, they left the area of Santa Fe in a cloud of 
dust. 

They kept up a heart breaking pace for hours, 
and only after Jed and Raul agreed that they were not 
followed, did they change mounts and release their 
worn animals to go their own way. Marble had been 
quiet for some time, but he now recognized the area 
they were traversing. 

“You’re headed for Crusty Matthews’ range,” 
Marble stated in shock. 

“Very perceptive, Mister Johnson.” Was the only 
comment he received from Jed, as they continued on. 

Two days later they sat their mounts on a knoll 
overlooking several burned structures, with three 
covered wagons and a chuck wagon not far beyond. 

“That’s probably what I would have done,” Jedadiah 
said, in approval of Crusty or Milo’s alternative 
lodging. “We wait till dark, then we remove Mister 


Matthews and have a heart to heart.” His companions 
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looked at him in mild shock, as Jed continued, “First 
we get a confession, stating that he’s the guilty culprit, 
not us. Then we drag his rusty butt back to Santa Fe, 
and shove him and his confession up the Governor’s 
behind. If they still want to put us in jail at that point, 
we shoot somebody.” 

Jed was not in the mood for further conversation, 
and they made a dry, cold camp, and two rolled up in 
their blankets, while one stayed alert. Well after the 
arrival of the moon, Jed shook the others awake. 

“Let's do it,” he said simply. 

And dawning Indian footwear, he and Raul trotted 
off toward the wagons, leaving Marble to guard the 
horses. Jed cursed the moon and its brightness as it 
relentlessly shown down on the two skulking figures 
trying desperately to move quickly and quietly through 
the tall grass unobserved. 

As they neared their destination, they heard the 
approach of several horses, along with the boisterous 
laughter of those coming. Jed and Raul immediately 


went to ground, with only their hatless heads protruding 
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above the grass, as they watched in shock, these 
newcomers. 

There were more than twenty in this group, and 
among them were Jed’s mom, Holly and her mom, 
Shannon, Samantha and Mrs. Johnson. 

‘What he hell happened?” Was Jed’s only question, 
stated ever so quietly, aimed at himself and requiring 
no response. 

Raul only shook his head and observed, as the 
three already by the fire heaped on additional wood to 
bring the glow to a density sufficient to allow the two 
observers an excellent view of all present, including 
the captive women. And that they were captive; there 
was no doubt. 

Their hands were bound, and even their feet had to 
be untied to enable them to dismount. They all stumbled 
and fell from pain and the obvious lack of circulation in 
their legs. They were not so much helped, as prodded 
toward the now glaring fire. 

Jed wondered curiously at the fact that his mom 


continued to cry quietly. He had never known this 
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woman to give in under pressure, and could only 
expect the worst from what he now witnessed. They 
watched for some time, and eventually Raul turned to 
his companion, and asked in frustration, “What the hell 
do we do now?” 

But before Jed could formulate a response, Crusty 
walked over to his mother, reached down and grabbed 
her by the hair, yanked her to her feet, and screamed at 
her, “Stop your damn sniveling, woman!” 

Then with his free hand, he slapped her to the 
ground, where she lay motionless and silent. Raul 
began to leap forward, when an iron grip grabbed him 
by the neck and sank him back to his knees, then a 
steely voice, said in his ear, “We can’t save our women 
if we're dead.” 

Raul turned to look at the most tormented face he 
had ever seen, and could only whisper quietly, but with 
vehemence, “You are one cold blooded son of a bitch, 
Jedadiah.” 

That that was his mother, he need not add. Raul, 


nor any other living soul would ever know the anguish 
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in Jedadiah Bodine’s mind and heart, and it was by 
shear will alone that he hadn’t dashed forward, even in 
front of the fiery spirited Mexican beside him. 

He persisted in his decision to wait, and wait they 
did, until daylight was only a few hours off and the 
moon had disappeared. At this almost dawn hour, Jed 
knew that all men were at their least attentive, and to 
confirm this thinking, he had been watching for some 
time, while the obviously last guard of the night, 
continued to nod by the fire. 

At long last, he was ready to move, and did so 
independently. It was only that Raul was still awake 
and furious, that he was able to match Jed stride for 
stride. Noticing Raul’s presence, Jed whispered, “Free 
the women. I'll take out the guard.” 

Sitting hunched in the cold wet grass for hours had 
done nothing to stem the heat and fury that these two 
carried with them toward this now quiet campsite. 

They were both as silent as wolves, as Raul shushed 
the women and began to cut their too tight bindings, 


while they all watched as Jed came up behind the 
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sleepy guard, and reaching around to hold his mouth, 
slit his throat from ear to ear. Then propped him up 
with the same stick he had earlier been fiddling in the 
fire with. 

Raul assisted the women to the horse remuda, and 
not even attempting to saddle these horses, settled for 
bridling them only, to be ridden bareback. These were, 
after all, women of the west. 

They were mounted and ready to ride, when Jed 
came lumbering up to them with an awkward, canvass 
wrapped bundle over one shoulder. Throwing his 
burden over the back of a horse, he mounted behind, 
then let out a war-hoop, that took them and all the rest 
of the horses in the remuda along with them, out of 
the area and toward a waiting and worried Marble 
Johnson. 

When they reached the knoll where Marble waited, 
Jed was in no mood for conversation, and simply 
motioned the older man to lead their horses and follow 


along. He had no intention of stopping until well into 
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that day, and finally they reached his first destination, 
the lonely little cabin on the new Perkins’ acquisition. 

He dumped off his burden to land on the end 
without feet, and cared less, as he rode out immediately 
and roped one of the few remaining Perkins’ steers. 
He led the animal back to the cabin and shot it, then 
dismounted and began to skin out their dinner meal. 
Seeing what Jed was up to, Marble took the initiative 
and entered the cabin to start a fire in the old wood- 
burning stove. 

As Jed brought him steaks, Marble plopped them 
into pans and set them to fry. As they ate, Jed asked, 
around mouthfuls of barely cooked beef, and the 
question was directed at his mother, who was now dry 
eyed, but would still occasionally sob. He didn’t want 
to hear the answer to this question, but had to know. 

“What happened in town? And where’s Dad?” 

They were seated at the small table in the cabin, 
and Carol Bodine now looked across at her son, and 
delivered what she knew could be the most devastating 


information the boy would ever receive. 
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“Your father was shot down in that filthy saloon.” 

“By who?” was Jed’s only comment. 

His mother looked rather confused, then responded, 
“By one of our own. That Rowan Andrews person.” 

Jed looked from his mom to Sam, but she couldn’t 
meet his eyes, and hung her head and cried. 

“What about the bundle outside?” asked Marble, 
interrupting this scene. “It looks about the same size as 
a Crusty Matthews.” 

Jed’s smile was savage, as he responded to Marble’s 
query. 

“Does it really?” 

He said no more, and Marble, who hadn't witnessed 
what the man had done to Jed’s mother, followed up, 
by asking, “Shouldn't we feed it?” 

Raul laughed viciously, and walked from the 
cabin, while the women all looked pleadingly at a 
totally relentless Jedadiah Bodine. Jed ignored what he 
considered nothing more than bleeding hearts. 

“Eat up, ladies. Then get some sleep. We’ll be 


leaving early in the morning, and this is going to be 
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what it’s like for the next several days. They’re going 
to have people scouring the country side for us, and 
wherever they go, I intend to have already been and 
gone.” 

The following morning as all were mounted again 
bareback, the bundle was gone. Nobody ever asked 
what was in the wrapped bundle, or where it went, but 
even years later in that part of New Mexico, the topic 
would come up, and all that anyone ever knew was that 
one night Crusty Matthews disappeared and was never 
heard from again. Nobody ever ventured an opinion 
for fear that they too might disappear and never be 
heard from. 

Jed led his group of women straight back to the 
wagons at the Matthews’ spread, and as he had 
suspected, there wasn’t a soul on the premises. They 
had left in obvious haste, and Jed could only guess 
whether they went in search of them, or back to Santa 
Fe to report the disappearance of Crusty Matthews. 

There were enough extra saddles to outfit the 


ladies, and Jed planned to take them when he left, but 
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for now, he decided they would help themselves to the 
plentiful grub available. They posted guards, and spent 
that night in the comfort of the wagons. At down, they 
were gone again. 

The women were holding up magnificently, as 
Jed knew they would. These were quality people. 
He thought to travel to his and Marble’s paradise on 
the mountain, but he felt certain that both entrances 
would be watched relentlessly, and he had no intention 
of needlessly risking the lives of these courageous 
ladies. 

“Mom tells me that hombre in town was no U.S. 
Marshal,” Jed said to Raul, “and evidently our old 
friend Rowan knew it. We have to remain invisible 
until a real Marshal can arrive in Santa Fe. You have 
any ideas?” 

The Mexican had evidently been giving this very 
question some thought, and immediately responded, 
“T have friends that have been panning for gold, what 
seems like forever, up on the headwaters of the Pecos. 


They’ ve been there long enough to build a sufficient 


269 


BARRY RAY 

cabin to house all eight of their children. It’s a lonely 
spot, and I doubt that anyone will look for us there, and 
I know we would be welcome.” 

“Lead on then.” Was Jed’s somber request, and 
while traveling the four days it took to get there, Jed 
had cornered Joan for more information about the 
battle that took place at Knobby’s saloon. He didn’t 
ask more of his mother, because he couldn’t bear to see 
the pain in her eyes. 

“Where were your ranch hands, while Andrews 
was busy gunning down my dad?” 

Jed noticed that Joan looked very distant. 

“We lost more than your father at that saloon,” 
she answered. Jed didn’t understand, but waited for 
the explanation. “I can only guess, but it seems to me 
that the shots fired into Carroll were a signal, because 
almost instantly, we were rushed by no less that fifty 
men.” She stopped a moment to reflect, then went on 
in a trembling voice, “They didn’t even asked the boys 


to surrender, they just shot ‘em down.” 
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When they arrived at the families claim on the 
Pecos River, they were greeted with open arms, but 
even this huge, built onto cabin, couldn’t lodge a group 
as large as Jedadiah’s, so they set up their own campsite 
adjacent to the existing cabin. The women pitched in 
by helping to pan for the elusive gold, and it was a 
sight to see, these women, young and old, with skirts 
or pants pulled up, as they waded in the freezing water, 
sluicing around with all sorts of makeshift pans. 

What little gold that was found by the ladies, was 
turned over to the family in residence, while the men 
went far a field to hunt, and easily supplied everyone 
with ample, wild meat. 

Several weeks passed, and both Jed and his mom 
were beginning to handle the loss of Carroll Bodine, 
when Jed gathered the group and pronounced his 
intentions. 

“It’s time for me to go to town.” 

Everyone seemed to object at once, and as near as 
Jed could discern, the main complaint was that of being 


left behind. He squelched these objections instantly. 
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“I shouldn’t have said J’m going to town,” said Jed, 
‘when I meant we. Because I’m not leaving anyone 
behind, ever again.” 

The following morning they were mounted and 
once more headed for Santa Fe, and they knew not 
what. As they rode, Marble and Raul were beside Jed. 

“You know,” commented Jed, out of the blue, “my 
dad often told me, that I would definitely not go down 
in history as being a selfless person. And I’m afraid 
I’ve proved that man right again.” He looked from 
one to the other, and continued, “‘All the time we’ve 
spent together, and I’ve never bothered to ask either of 
you what you did before I dragged you into this life of 
lawlessness.” 

He settled on his Mexican companion, and asked, 
“Raul. What did you do before you started banging me 
on the head with chairs?” 

The Mexican laughed. 

“I was a bounty hunter. Hell! It seems I’ve always 


been a bounty hunter.” 
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Marble laughed, as Jed asked in surprise, “Not a 
vaquero?” 

“T hate cows. I’ve always hated the stupid beasts,” 
Raul’s replied, and Marble continued to laugh. 

“And you, Marble? Before you were the town 
drunk.” This time Raul began to laugh, and answered 
for Marble, while those who followed them looked 
forward curiously. “He was our barber, and our dentist. 
And damn good at both, I might add.” Raul continued 
to laugh, as he went on, “but consider what would 
happen to your business, if while working drunk, you 
came very near lopping off noses, and slitting throats, 
to say nothing of pulling the wrong teeth.” 

Then Raul began to laugh convulsively, as Marble 
retaliated, ““What about a bounty hunter that refuses 
to hunt his own people, but only Anglos. And most of 
them, brought in draped over a saddle?” 

Raul sobered, and stated indignantly, “The bounties 
placed on the heads of Mexicans were always less than 
substantial. Besides, I always gave the Anglos a chance 


to surrender and come peaceably.” 
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Now Jed was truly confused, and turning to Marble 
asked, “If you were a dentist, why were you gagging 
while we were probing around in Knobby’s chest?” 

“T hate the sight of blood. Hell! Why do you think 
I started drinking?” 

Now Jed joined Raul in laughter, while the barber/ 
dentist continued to face forward, not at all enjoying 
their levity. 

During the remainder of their trip to Santa Fe, Jed 
spent riding in the company of Holly. They had become 
closer than he had ever believed he could come to 
another human being. And they both knew full well, 
they would spend the rest of their lives together. The 
only cloud on their horizon was that if Jed did not turn 
and run immediately, his future freedom could quite 
possibly be in serious jeopardy. 

She pleaded with him to bolt now, and she would 
follow him anywhere, but he remained steadfast in 
his opinion that everything would work itself out. 
Holly was not fooled. She knew Jedadiah Bodine 


would never rest until Milo Sovern was buried. And 
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everybody knew that the man who killed his father— 
the ex-Marshal Andrews—would receive a great deal 
worse than the man who simply slapped his mother. 

Jed felt certain that a western town the size of 
Santa Fe, and a Capital City at that, would not tolerate 
the presence of any man that had mistreated women. 
And that should mean that Milo, just having been with 
Crusty when he mistreated his mother, would be long 
gone the moment he heard of their return. He’d find 
him, Jed thought, but first things first. 

It was full daylight when this thoroughly exhausted 
group of outlaws rode down the main street of Santa 
Fe, and directly up to the town Marshal’s office. They 
all hoped to see a U.S. Marshal, but Jed was secretly 
hoping that his old friend Rowan Andrews would come 
out to greet them. And God knows he was cocked and 
primed for that event. 

The tall-emaciated individual that walked 
lackadaisically out to lean on the hitching rail surprised 


everyone. His U.S. Deputy Marshal’s badge was in an 
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obvious position on his chest, and his first comment 
was more shocking than his appearance. 

“You must be Jedadiah Bodine. I hunted you once 
in the Wyoming Territory, but we’ll get to that later. 
Right now, I would imagine that you and your mother 
would like to visit your father.” 

He smiled at the reaction he received, but went on, 
“He’s doing quite well, but Knobby’s whores say, he’s 
the meanest old fart they’ve ever encountered.” He 
tilted his hat to the gathering, and said without remorse, 
“Excuse my language, ladies.” 

This man was not through yet, and went on to say, 
“Have one of your gang take your mother over to see 
your dad. I’d like you to step into my office.” 

Jed’s right hand instinctively brushed gently against 
his gun butt. 

The tall skinny Marshal smiled, and turning toward 
his office, stated over his shoulder, “Keep your guns, 
lad. You seem to be pretty much off the hook.” 

Raul and Marble went to Knobby’s, while the 


women headed over to the doctor’s residence to visit 
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a reborn elder Bodine. Jed filed into the office behind 
the Marshal. This man’s name was Doug Ryan, and 
Jed had heard stories about him all his life. As Ryan sat 
behind the only desk in the office, he removed his hat, 
and Jed witnessed the third bald man he had met in this 
town. Only this time he could not help but think he had 


seen more hair on a slab of bacon. 
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CHAPTER 17 


| Pat was not in evidence, and the jail cells 


were conspicuously empty. Jed thought to 
keep silent, but couldn’t resist asking, “Where are 
Rowan and Milo?” 

The Marshal ignored the question, and asked one 
of his own. 

“It seems a good friend of the Governor of this fair 
state, is missing; fella by the name of Crusty Matthews. 
I notice you didn’t ask his whereabouts. You know 
anything about his disappearance?” 

Jed could not remember the last time his system 


cried out for tobacco, but took this time to reach for the 
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makings and roll a smoke. While he lit up, he noticed 
the quiet smile on the face of what he now knew to 
be a truly patient, yet commanding presence. Still, Jed 
only smoked in silence, and eventually the Marshal 
commented, “I thought not.” Then as though he had just 
heard Jed’s earlier question in regards to Andrews, the 
Marshal stated, “Your old associate from the Wyoming 
territory,” Interrupting himself at this point, he looked 
up to stare into Jedadiah’s eyes, and went on, “I used to 
hunt him, too. Did I tell ya’ that?” 

Jed was losing patience with this taciturn 
individual. 

‘What is this preoccupation with Wyoming?” asked 
Jed, in a surly tone. 

The Marshal leaned forward in his chair, and he 
was no longer smiling, as he almost shouted, “Oh, 
come on, Jed! You know as well as I do that you were 
once arustler and a holdup man. And you and Andrews 
both worked out of the Hole in Wyoming, along with 


several other undesirables. Hell! Boy. You think I don’t 
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know that’s where you got all that money to start and 
stock your spread in Nevada?” 

Jed was completely silent and noncommittal, while 
the cigarette smoke curled around his still fingers and 
drifted between him and this thoroughly scrutinizing 
lawman. Ryan’s smile eventually returned, as he again 
leaned back in his chair. 

“Rowan Andrews and Milo Sovern haven’t been 
seen in weeks,” said the Marshal. “As I understand it, 
the Governor of Texas actually came here for a visit. 
And when he got through with this state’s lowlife 
Governor, the tables were completely turned. Hell! 
Your dad is so highly regarded in his home state, that 
the Governor of Texas, while here, actually visited 
your old pappy’s sickbed.” 

Again leaving the immediate topic under discussion, 
the lawman digressed. A thing Jed was beginning to 
realize was the man’s style. 

“You've got one hell of a doctor in this town, and 


they tell me, that’s because of you.” 
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Jed, remembering the totally useless drunk, now 
really was confused, and Ryan went on again, “They 
say he’s afraid to drink anymore for fear he won't be 
sober enough to perform when needed, and you’ ll shoot 
him for sure the next time he can’t deliver.” 

The old cadaver actually laughed at this point, 
and again went back to the original topic, “Andrews 
is wanted for the attempted murder of your father. He 
shot that old man five times pointblank. Yeah. You’ ve 
got one hell of a doctor in this town.” 

Jed had finally decided that attempting to carry 
on a conversation with this man, was like trying to 
understand some sort of Chinese jigsaw puzzle, and 
was about to give it up, stand up, and leave, when Ryan 
began again, “Milo’s wanted for rustling the Perkins’ 
cattle. And if we can ever find old Crusty, he’ ll have to 
answer for that one as well.” 

The Marshal reached into a bottom drawer and 
pulled out a bottle of whiskey and one class, ignoring 
the fact that Jed was even present. Then seeming to 


remember where he was, looked up at Jed. 
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“Ll expect you'll be wantin’ to see your daddy now. 
So, get the hell outta’ here.” 

Jed had never had such a conversation, and hoped 
never to again, but would not have bet the farm that he 
had seen the last of Doug Ryan. And even before he hit 
the door, he was proven right. 

“You leave those two boys to the law,” commanded 
Ryan. “You hear?” 

“I hear.” Jed found himself saying to appease the 
U.S. Deputy Marshal, but in no way meaning what he 
was saying. 

He went directly to visit his father, and found Carroll 
just as salty as ever, as the man welcomed him. 

‘Where the hell you been, while I’ve been fishin’ 
your chips out of the hot grease?” 

Jed had no idea what the old man was talking about, 
and was about to suggest that he and Doug Ryan start 
an act and take it on the road, when his father yelled 
at him. 

“And where the hell is Raul and that damn drunken 


Marble Johnson? Why haven’t they been to see me?” 
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Using this as the excuse he was looking for, Jed 
virtually ran to the door, while shouting over his 
shoulder, “I’Il find those scalawags, and send ‘em right 
over.” 

He exited with haste. It wasn’t that he didn’t love 
his dad, he thought. And God only knew how good it 
felt to know his father was alive and well. Good for 
him and his mom, but that had very little to do with the 
fact that they could never stay long in the same room. 

Jedadiah was exceedingly intent as he made his way 
to Knobby’s saloon. There was a particular matter that 
the handling of was long overdue. He walked straight 
up to the bar, and without even ordering a drink, shouted 
for the cowardly, woman-beating Mulroon, to step out 
and take the beating he had coming. 

The man who walked like a bear, did not bother 
to walk around the bar, and though he’d have loved to 
be able to leap over and meet this challenge, he was 


instead forced to put his big belly on the bar, and more 


or less slither to the other side. 
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When these two who actually liked each other, were 
eventually face-to-face, Mulroon asked no questions, 
but took a cut at Jed with his massive right fist. Had it 
connected, it would have crushed Jedadiah’s scull. It 
did not connect. Jed was just too quick, and Knobby, 
though exceedingly powerful, had spent too much time 
behind his bar, and without the outdoor exercise, and 
the excessive booze guzzling. He was fat, slow, and his 
belly was soft. Taking advantage of this, Jed slipped 
Knobby’s horrendous right, and buried his own right, 
hard knuckled fist in the midsection of the bear like 
man. 

The oomph! Was heard throughout Santa Fe. 
Concentrating on the man’s week point, Jed followed 
with a devastating left to the same area. Mulroon was 
now stooped, and almost helpless. Jedadiah Bodine 
was the sort who planned every move in a fight in 
advance. And he already knew, that next he was going 
to slap the massive palms of his hands together against 
Knobby’s opposing ears; a blow that could deafen a 


man. Then he intended to straighten him with a knee 
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to the face, and follow with the heel of his right hand to 
this man’s nose; a blow that could, and generally did, 
kill. When he heard a female scream that could only be 
that of Samantha Mack. 

Then she yelled a rapid explanation, “I lied. Knobby 
never laid a hand on me. I was too embarrassed to tell 
you the truth at the time, but I’ve never been very good 
at picking my men. It was Rowan that slapped me 
around.” 

While Jed was listening to Sam, Knobby was 
recovering. Jedadiah had actually turned his head away 
from the big man to watch as well as listen to the girl’s 
explanation of her yellowed bruises. A very big mistake, 
as something smashed into his face. Cartilage snapped 
as his nose broke, and blood flew in all directions, but 
the coppery taste told him that his mouth was full of 
his own blood. 

Suddenly Jed realized he was not standing, but 
sitting, and a large boot was on the way, and if he didn’t 
do something immediately, that large, foot filled boot, 


was going to land right on his already badly damaged 
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nose. Somehow, it dawned on Jedadiah that he was in 
serious trouble. Knobby Mulroon was fully capable of 
stomping a man to death. And he had difficulty being 
angry with the man. For wasn’t his intention just a few 
minutes earlier, to demolish his opponent in a similar 
manner? 

All well and good, he surmised, but right now, I had 
best survive, or mom and dad would never forgive me. 
He reached out with a long leg, attached to an extremely 
hard boot heel. It struck precisely where aimed. Right in 
the groin of a Knobby Mulroon standing precariously 
on only one leg, while attempting to deliver the other 
as a present to the already unhandsome face of one 
Jedadiah Bodine. 

Knobby toppled like a gargantuan Redwood, 
to eventually curl up on the barroom floor, while 
wreathing in pain. It was over, and now Jed faced the 
uncomfortable reality, that he must apologize to this 
hulk. 

It took Jed almost as long to recover from this 


episode as it had when shot by Pierce and that crew. He 
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heard through the rumor mill, that Holly had taken one 
look at his battered face, and hunted down Samantha, 
and had thrashed her soundly. But the thing that kept 
a smile on Raul’s, Marble’s, and now even the U.S. 
Deputy Marshal’s face, was the fact that they had 
placed Jedadiah in the bed next to Carroll Bodine. 

With all their women folk free and back in town, 
Jed didn’t even have the luxury of being tended by 
Knobby’s ladies of the evening. And if that wasn’t 
enough, Jed soon learned that Knobby himself, was 
back behind the bar the following day, and looking 
none the worse for wear. 

The doctor had done wonders with Jed’s smashed 
nose, and even repaired a cheekbone that had been 
crushed. He seemed very nervous, and said almost 
nothing, but Jed could but compliment the man’s 
competence. 

Jed struggled desperately to regain his strength, so 
as to get out of this bed and away from the constant 
harangues of his father. He finally made it well before 


the doctor and the women thought it seemed fitting, 


288 


TROUBLESHOOTER 
but Jedadiah carried with him a renewed respect and 
endless admiration for his mother. She was certainly the 
only person alive that could tolerate Carroll Bodine for 
more than extremely short periods of time. Even Raul 
and that coward Marble Johnson had stopped coming 
to visit, and that one was back chasing law breakers, 
and the other was again barbering, were pretty shabby 
excuses in Jed’s mind. 

Holly was the exception, and Jed marveled at her 
adroit handling of the elder Bodine. Jed was desperately 
in love with this girl, and actually felt guilty, knowing 
that she would also be a God sent asset, as a buffer 
between him and this domineering maniac. 

Rowan and Milo had not been heard from, but Jed 
knew in his heart, that they were together, and where 
they were. They are on my mountain, he thought. And 
you can bet your life they are raising such havoc that 
I may never be able to correct it. Given anymore time 
and they will destroy it forever. These were his thoughts 
as he saddled a black beast that was even too fat and 


lazy to bite. 
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“We'll soon fix that,” he told the animal, and was 
answered by a bark behind him. Hell! The lazy stud 
didn’t even notice the pesky mongrel. 

On his way out of town, Jed had to pass by the 
Marshal’s office, and standing out front, in the now 
familiar posture of leaning nonchalantly against the 
hitching rail, was the Deputy U.S. Marshal, Doug 
Ryan. Jed noticed above the tall man’s head, a new 
sign stating that this was now the office of the United 
States Marshal. 

“New sign,” commented Jed, as he pulled rein on 
his horse. 

“Life in the big city,” answered the tall Marshal, 
as he, like any other western man might have, reached 
up to caress the black stud between the eyes. He jerked 
back his hand just before losing digits, and stated 
calmly, ““Rambunctious, ain’t he?” 

Jed began to smile, thinking the fat black stud 
was back, when the Marshal stated as a demand, not a 


request, “Step down from your horse.” 


290 


TROUBLESHOOTER 

Ah, Lord! Thought Jed. J just got un-outlawed, 
and I’m about to be outlawed again, cause there just 
aint no way I’m not leaving this town, even if 1 have to 
shoot this man. 

Even as the two headstrong individuals stared at 
one another, Jedadiah’s hand unconsciously moved 
toward the butt of his pistol. 

“That's a dumb move. You know I’m quick. Even 
your ornery stud couldn’t bite me. Can you say the 
same?” 

Jed began to laugh, and while stepping down, 
applied enough pressure on the left rein to put Bet 
between them, then drew and pointed his gun across 
the saddle at the lean Marshal. 

“Very nice,” commended Doug Ryan. “Now, put 
your right hand over your heart, and repeat after me.” 

“Now, in order to do that, I’d have to holster my 
revolver.” 

“Put itin your left hand, if it makes you comfortable 


to aim a gun at me.” 
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Jed did just that, and the Marshal said, “I do 
solemnly swear to uphold the laws of the United States 
of America. And in my performance as a duly deputized 
U.S. Deputy Marshal, agree to uphold the laws of this 
land to the best of my ability. I further swear to bring 
only honor to my authority, and so on and so forth.” 

Jed looked at Doug Ryan in awe. 

“Say it!” said the Deputy Marshal, firmly. 

He said it, and the Marshal turned toward his office, 
but stated over his shoulder. 

“Bring ‘em in alive, if you can.” 

Ryan went inside and closed the door behind him. 
It was a full two minutes before Jed understood what 
had just happened, and remounted to ride out of Santa 
Fe. As Jedadiah rode toward the incline, he fingered 
the old and tarnished badge that Ryan had flipped to 
him, and only now did he realize that Doug Ryan had 
a bright new shiny badge on his chest, that no longer 
said Deputy. 

Jed maneuvered his mount gently up the incline, 


and based on the easier footing, he knew it hadn’t been 
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raining on the mountain plateau. Jed smelled smoke 
long before he reached the top of the incline, and 
knowing what he would find, his heart felt as though it 
had shriveled. 

He was not disappointed. It seemed every tree in 
the valley was ablaze, and that wasn’t the worst of 
it. Everywhere he looked, were the dead bodies of 
various herd animals: Deer, elk, buffalo. They had all 
been killed indiscriminately, and all had been shot. Jed 
could only think that these crazy assassins would not 
even have sufficient ammunition left to shoot him. 

Praying for a final showdown, Jed rode directly to 
their cave fortification. 

It was deserted, so his next move was to determine 
the area where this horrendous fire had been started, 
and track the villains from there. Sovern knew very 
little about Jedadiah Bodine, but Andrews knew him 
well. They had crossed swords before, in the Wyoming 
territory. Jed could only believe that Rowan Andrews 
was leading this vindictive destruction. The truth was, 


Jed wasn’t even sure there were two of them, or he 
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wasn’t until he found the searched for tracks. He now 
knew that this was the work of Sovern and Andrews, 
and their trail led out of the mountain valley. Why not? 
He thought. Hell! They've destroyed this paradise for 
years to come. They were headed out the other exit, 
and late the following night, Jed found their saddled 
horses posted immediately outside of the forlorn cabin 


beneath the mountain. 
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CHAPTER 18 


[ the full moonlight from Jed’s vantage point, 
he could see smoke tumbling from the chimney 
of the cabin. He was fully aware that these two were 
deadly adversaries, yet there was no cover in the 
immediate vicinity of the cabin. How to confront them 
on equal terms, was his thinking as he rolled into his 
blankets for a few hours of well-needed sleep. 

He was awake long before daylight, but so it 
seemed, were the two he was chasing, as he once again 
saw smoke coming from the chimney of the cabin. 


Fixing breakfast, he thought, knowing that he had not 
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eaten in three days, and certainly had nothing for this 
morning. Not even coffee. 

Jed smiled viciously to himself, as he thought to 
go down there and stuff rags in the chimney and shoot 
these miscreants as the smoke drove them from the 
shelter of the cabin. He could not do that, he decided. 
He desperately needed to face these men and watch 
them die as he methodically shot them down. 

He finally elected to let them go for now. Jed knew 
full well, timing was everything. He also knew that 
Rowan was very fast, and did not relish the thought of 
facing both of these gentlemen at the same time. He 
further knew that he could track them now, anywhere 
they went. He did however; wait and watch as they left 
the cabin, mounted and rode off. 

As he followed from a distance, he was surprised 
to note they were headed straight back to Santa Fe. 
He punched the stud in the flanks. It was time to gain 
ground on these two. He thought he had best find out 


exactly what they were up to. 
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Jed had closed the gap between he and the two he 
followed to within fifteen minutes, and as he rode into 
town, he saw a commotion in front of the Marshal’s 
office. There was somewhere in the neighborhood of 
ten people surrounding, and looking down at a fallen 
object. 

Jed dismounted and broke his way through the crowd 
in order to find the source of these rubbernecks. There 
on the ground, lie a bullet riddled, and unconscious 
Doug Ryan. Jedadiah did not hesitate, but lifted the 
still alive, but barely, lawman, and began to trot toward 
the doctor’s office. 

Ryan didn’t regain consciousness while Jed lingered 
in the area, but the sober doctor worked feverishly over 
the law man, and Jedadiah, satisfied with the doctors 
attention, left to find the culprits responsible, thinking, 
damn, boy! You’re taking this badge thing seriously. 
Why he went directly to Knobby’s Santa Fe Inn, he 
couldn’t have said, but his sixth sense told him that 


that’s where he would find the violators of his paradise 
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on the mountain, as well as the one’s responsible for 
this attempted assassination of the U.S. Marshal. 

Sure as the world, as soon as he entered Knobby’s 
establishment, he saw Milo at the bar, surrounded by 
half a dozen of his hired hands. There was no sign of 
Andrews, and that made Jed real nervous. But still he 
continued to approach Milo Sovern. 

They were laughing, drinking and joking. Milo 
even made some rude comment about how Andrews 
had shot down the new Marshal. Jed veered off toward 
another location at the bar, thinking, Hell! I haven’t had 
a beer in weeks; I’m overdue. He bellied up to the bar 
as Knobby moved to serve him, and the crowd around 
Sovern became deadly quiet. 

“You know?” said Knobby, “I think I improved on 
your looks.” 

Jed only smiled, and as he chugged the beer and 
ordered another, Milo hollered down the bar at him. 

“I’m no match for you with a gun, Bodine, but now 
that you don’t have a chair in your hand, I thought you 


might be inclined to try me with your fists.” 
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Jed looked at the shorter, but stout individual, 
whose reputation as a brawler, he knew well. 

“Why all the destruction on the mountain?” Jed 
asked, still trying to find understanding. 

Sovern looked surprised. 

“Wasn't my idea. Your old pal Rowan seemed to 
think that would hurt you quite a bit. Evidently, he was 
right. He also thinks that stealing your woman and 
raping her will hurt you ever more. Is that crazy son of 
a bitch right about that, too?” 

Jed barely heard the subtle snickers of those who 
surrounded Milo Sovern. He was in shock, and began to 
leave the saloon. Milo placed himself between Jedadiah 
and the front door. Then he smiled maliciously. 

“Where do you think you’re goin’?” Milo asked, 
while preparing to do battle. “We have unfinished 
business.” 

Jed faced this small, ruthless man, and thought, 
Hell! J dont even know where Holly is, and then he 
turned his attention to the immediate problem. Out 


of the corner of his eye, he saw Knobby produce a 
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twelve-gauge scattergun; plop it on the bar with the 
barrel pointed at Milo’s hired hands, and heard him say 
something in a low voice. Milo registered shock, but 
still approached Jed with hate filled eyes. 

Jed thought to end this foolishness immediately, 
and proceeded to kick the man where it hurt the most 
with a pointy boot. Even after hearing the stories that 
Marble told, about this man whipping everybody on 
Crusty’s payroll, Jed had seriously misjudged him. 
And now felt like a damn fool in pain, as Milo caught 
the flailing leg and laughed, as he twisted the offending 
appendage, while Jed hopped around on the other like 
an idiot. 

Tiring of this activity, Milo flung the leg aside, and 
as Jed turned to follow his impetus, Milo attacked from 
the rear. The man’s fists were like dual sledgehammers, 
as they beat against Jed’s spine and kidneys. He caught 
a glimpse of Knobby, as that man was shaking his head 
from side to side. 

Jed staggered toward the bar, and as he tried 


desperately to recover, Milo was on him like a ferret, 


300 


TROUBLESHOOTER 
and rained blows against his back and spine. The pain 
was excruciating, and Jed knew he would be piddling 
red for months, but also realized that if he did not do 
something immediately, he would receive permanent 
damage. 

Whether Knobby really cared, or was just getting 
even, Jed would never know, but the giant reached 
over the bar and slapped him so hard, that he was spun 
around and now faced his attacker. The smaller man 
was a mauler and a brawler. He didn’t know the first 
thing about the art of fisticuffs, and was completely 
perplexed when Jed threw three stiff left jabs in a 
row. Catching the small brute off guard, Jed followed 
his advantage with a series of devastating hooks and 
crosses. 

Not certain of where Knobby’s loyalties lie, 
Jed looked to check the man’s activity. Knobby was 
watching the fight with only half of his good eye, while 
continuing to aim his shotgun at Milo’s compatriots. 
Satisfied, Jed went on the attack. He threw blow after 


blow at this man, and connected with every one, but 
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still the little monster stood his ground, and continued 
to retaliate. What I need, Jed thought, is a real stout 
chair. What I don’t need, he continued in his thinking, 
are the swollen and useless hands that I’m gaining by 
beating on this man. When I meet Rowan, I’m going to 
need agility, and it sure won’t be there if I can’t even 
make a fist. 

He lashed out again with a boot, but this time 
he aimed for a kneecap. Milo was slowing, and Jed 
got lucky. His heel connected, and the smaller man 
screamed in pain and went to one knee. Jed needed to 
finish this combat in a hurry. He may already be to late, 
but now he had the opportunity, and took advantage of 
it. He hauled off and kicked Milo Sovern in the exposed 
throat, and he put everything he had in what he hoped 
was the final blow. The man grabbed his neck and fell 
over sideways gagging and choking. He gurgled for a 
short period, than lie still. 

Jedadiah knew that Milo Sovern was dead, and felt 


no remorse. He turned immediately to Knobby. 
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“Where the hell do I find my people?” he asked, 
while still trying to catch his breath. 

“The one you care about is staying in one of the 
rooms in the doc’s house.” 

Jed didn’t take time to thank the big man, but left 
the saloon in a rush. Even in his current mood, Jed 
was cautious as he entered the doctor’s quarters. He 
was appalled at what he found. The Doctor was lying 
bruised and battered, obviously pistol-whipped, and 
the Marshal had been dumped to the floor and beaten 
as well. 

He went hurriedly through every room in the 
house, and found no evidence of Holly Perkins. He 
immediately returned to the two victims of Rowan’s 
lashing, and after assisting the medical man, they 
placed Doug Ryan on the operating table, and together, 
went to work to save the man’s life. 

It was early morning and they were both exhausted, 
when Raul, Marble and the whole gang converged on 
them, all wanting answers at the same time. 


“Shut up!” Jed hollered. 
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They were startled, but they complied, and Jed 
turned to Marble, and asked, “He’s not going to run 
far. He wants me too bad. Where do I find him?” 

The old town drunk, now sober and back to 
barbering and dentistry, didn’t hesitate. 

“He has a small spread about twelve miles out of 
town. That’s where I think he’ ll head.” 

He gave Jed quick directions, and while everybody, 
including his mom and dad, wanted answers, he ignored 
them and left to find his black stallion, and head for 
what he hoped was the final showdown. And he prayed 
he wouldn’t be too late to save Holly from physical 
abuse. He knew that to save her life, if she had been 
sexually abused, would mean very little to her. 

The Black Beast covered the ground between Santa 
Fe and the small ranch Marble had given him directions 
to, in short order, and the marvelous animal had never 
in his life been pressed so hard. 

The small cabin was set back in and among 
several large cottonwoods, and Jed, under different 


circumstances might have even thought the setting 
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comfortable and homey. But with the sense of urgency 
he now felt, he didn’t bother to slow his pace to take 
in scenery. 

There was a small stream running through the big 
trees and passed the cabin only a few feet from the front 
door. Lying between this small river and the front porch 
of the cabin was the figure of a naked woman. Jed was 
in a panic as he jumped his mount over the stream to 
land beside the sprawled body. He dismounted, knelt 
and turned the girl’s head to face him, and went almost 
into shock, at the same time feeling relief. 

Samantha Mack had a single, neat bullet hole at 
the base of her throat. Her body was still warm, and 
though Jed cared for this young woman a great deal, he 
was still in panic, and knowing he could do nothing for 
Sam, laid her gently down and rushed into the cabin. 

He heard a horse thundering away from the rear of 
the small house, and rushed to a back window. Darting 
between the cottonwoods, he could make out a single 
male rider. He immediately began his search of the 


five-room cabin. He found a half-naked and badly 
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beaten Holly Perkins in the third room he entered. She 
was conscious, but just barely. 

At her first sight of Jedadiah, this tough little gal 
came up swinging and swearing. He had a devil of a 
time restraining her long enough to convince her he 
was friendly. 

When recognition finally dawned, she collapsed 
into his arms and began to sob. Her face was badly 
beaten, and massive bruises were beginning to appear 
on almost every portion of her bared body. Jed wrapped 
her in a blanket and carried her out to Bet. He held her 
as he mounted, but couldn’t distract her attention from 
the body of Samantha. 

Jed knew he should at least cover the girl, but his 
concern was so great for Holly, that he had even ceased 
thinking of his vengeance against the brutal Rowan 
Andrews. He actually put spurs to the big black, and 
as the horse responded, it was all he could do to hold 
Holly and himself to the animal’s back. 

Twelve miles out, and twelve more back to Santa 


Fe would have killed most horses, and Bet carried 
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double on the trip back. He was lathered over his 
entire body, and his breath came in rasps that indicated 
a possible wind-broken horse, but Jed was relentless, 
and continued to use spurs. If he was forced to ride this 
magnificent stallion to death, that was just one more 
mark to chalk up against a ruthless renegade that Jed 
knew was soon to be just a memory. 

As they tore into town he yanked rein in front of 
the doctor’s house and office, the brave stud sank to his 
knees. Jed was off in a second and headed up the stairs, 
while a badly beaten Holly rambled on about how Sam 
had distracted that maverick Andrews long enough 
for Jed to save her from being raped. At the cost of 
her life, Jed thought, and he didn’t really know how 
he felt about that. He//! He thought. /’m numb. I dont 
know how to feel about anything right now. With one 
exception, of course, there was no doubt in his mind 
about the demise of one, Rowan Andrews. 

The doctor, hearing the commotion in the street, 
met Jed and Holly at the door and directed them to a 


bed beside the now conscious Doug Ryan. 
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“I told you he’s a hell of a doctor. He fixed your 
dad. He fixed me twice, and now he’ ll fix up this little 
lady,” guaranteed an ordinarily cranky old lawman, 
with tears in his eyes. 

The doctor hung a sheet between the bed of Holly 
and the Marshal, then showing more gumption then 
Jed would have believed, shooed him from the room 
and hastily returned to work on the injured girl. 

As Jed paced in the outer office, everybody he 
knew in Santa Fe showed up. They all began asking 
questions at once, and Jed simply walked out the door. 
He had to sort things out. First of course, was Holly’s 
welfare, but something was nagging at the back of his 
mind. 

As Jed took the saddle from a black stallion that 
was back on his feet, and began to wipe him down with 
the saddle blanket, the cranky stud reached back and 
took a nip at Jed’s rear end. 

‘Feeling our oats again, are we?” Jed commented, 
as Carroll Bodine asked from the porch. “Why did he 


run, Son?” 


308 


TROUBLESHOOTER 

The nagging in the back of Jed’s mind stopped as 
he turned to face his father. 

“That’s a good question, Dad. I was of the 
impression that all this senseless destruction, and the 
abduction and mishandling of Holly, was so I would 
come at him. You know? The final showdown.” 

“Looks to me as though he just wants to hurt ya’. 
He don’t give a damn about no final showdown. Could 
be he’s afraid to face ya’, Son. Most men in their right 
minds would be, ya’ know.” 

Both Bodines were looking off down the busy main 
street of Santa Fe with perplexed expressions, when 
Mrs. Bodine called to Jed from the door. 

“Holly wants to see you.” 

As Jed entered the room, he noticed the hanging 
sheet between beds had been removed, and the lawman 
was talking quietly to Joan Perkins. The doctor was still 
dabbing and gently probing at Holly. She looked up at 
Jed and spread her welcoming arms. He approached 


to sit beside her while they embraced. The doctor, 
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obviously no longer in awe of this famous gunfighter, 
began to scold them both. 

“None of that, now. She has no broken bones or 
permanent damage, but she’s got enough bruises and 
contusions to keep her in bed for a month. What she 
needs is rest, not a bunch a huggin’.” 

“Ah hell, doc,” stated the U.S. Marshal, “everybody 
needs huggin’.” 

Jed smiled, as he noticed Doug was looking straight 
at Joan Perkins during his comment. Jed gave Holly a 
tender peck on her horribly misshapen, but to him, still 
beautiful face. Then he stood and put on his hat. 

“I’ve got to go back and tend to Sam,” he almost 
whispered. “Will you be all right?” 

“T’ll be fine,” she stated bravely. “You go do what 
you have to do. The Marshal will look after me.” 

She tried to smile, but flinched, and the attempt 
turned into a terrible grimace. 

“You got a gun in there somewhere, Marshal?” 


questioned a concerned Jedadiah Bodine. 
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The lawman smiled but made no immediate 
comment, as he drew a gun from under his blankets 
and another from under his pillow. Then he said, “I’ve 
been caught once with my pants down, never again. 
Bring him in, son. Dead or alive, preferably dead.” 

Jed walked from the room and cornered both 
Marble and Raul, who were pacing grooves into the 
wooden porch in front of the doctor’s office. They 
huddled around Jed, waiting for instructions. 

“I’m going to ask you two a big favor.” 

“No problem,” offered Marble, “we’re ready to 
ride,” 

Raul only nodded his head in affirmation, and Jed 
smiled at these two exceptional friends. 

“What I need is one of you on guard duty right 
here at all times.” They both looked disappointed, and 
Jed went on, “The Marshal’s a tough old cuss, but his 
injuries are going to require that he gets lots of sleep. He 
may not be awake if Andrews gets by me and decides 


to return to finish his business with him and Holly.” 
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“We'll trade off, but one of us will always be here,” 
promised Raul, in a no nonsense tone. 

Jed slapped them both on the back and walked over 
to again saddle the black beast. 

Carroll Bodine commented, this time from a sitting 
position on the porch. 

“That horse is pretty well done in.” 

“He’ll be alright with rest. I’ll go easy on him in 


the beginning, but I want him under me.” 
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edadiah rode the black out of town at Bet’s 

i eae pace. In the twelve miles back to the 
small cabin in the cottonwoods, he walked while 
leading his worn-out horse more than halfway, while 
the horse perversely attempted to trample his heels, 
and a flea-bitten mutt continuously barked and nipped 
at both of them. 

He found a shovel and dug a grave in a beautiful 
setting under the trees. He wrapped his broken friend 
in blankets taken from the house, and buried a part of 
his life. He said a few brief words, and then went on 


the trail of Rowan Andrews. 
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Jed Bodine was no longer in the angry, violent 
mood of a mad man. His emotions had cooled and 
tempered to a deadly, merciless resolve. He could 
only equate his feelings with the necessity of killing 
a rabid animal. 

He had started late, and now darkness was 
descending. He was headed straight up into the 
mountains, and knew that in a very short time it would 
be necessary to find a suitable campsite and get some 
desperately needed rest. His only consolations were 
that Rowan would need sleep as well, and that Bet was 
strong again. He was certain the stud could run any 
animal the fugitive was on, right into the ground. 

Except for a few nibbles on a sandwich his mother 
had prepared yesterday, Jed hadn’t eaten in days. But 
this time he did remember to bring coffee. 

The sun rose bright even in the shadows of the large 
pines where Jed had made camp. He put on his hat first, 
as would any western man worth his salt, shook out 
any night creatures that may have taken up lodging in 


his boots, and started a small fire to brew coffee. 
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As he rolled a smoke and sipped his scalding 
beverage, Jed looked at the nearby tracks of Rowan, 
and over them, those of a big cat. He had heard the 
cougar scream in the night, and about the only sound he 
could associate that with, was the sound of a frightened, 
screaming woman. That brought back thoughts of 
Holly, who he worried about constantly now. Then he 
thought that the big stud must have really been beat not 
to raise hell with a cat that nearby. 

“Woolgathering is one thing, but I’m rambling,” he 
said aloud as he rose to pour the remaining coffee over 
the hot coals and stooped to rinse his pot and cup in the 
small stream where he had gotten his coffee water. He 
straddled his horse and once again began his search. 

It was not even a full two hours when he came upon 
Rowan’s camp of the night before. He dismounted and 
walked around for fifteen minutes. He knew now that 
he could recognize the tracks of either Rowan or his 
horse in a herd of buffalo. 

He estimated he was about three hours behind the 


man who was continuing to climb, and Jed had not 
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the slightest notion where he was being led. Jed had 
tracked the Comanche in Texas, and had tracked with 
other Indians in pursuit of both game and outlaws. He 
had to smile, as he remembered those many times long 
ago, when he had also been the one tracked. 

Knowing how the man thought was every bit as 
important as reading the sign he left. The really good 
trackers would out think their prey, not simply follow 
behind. Then of course, there was always the possibility 
of an ambush. But what troubled Jed the most, was that 
this might be simply a wild goose chase, and Rowan 
had already headed back to finish his work in Santa 
be, 

The dog was casting way out ahead of Jed and Bet, 
and Jed worried less about the ambush aspect. He was 
certain the pesky mutt would raise holy hell with any 
man or beast within rifle range. 

Rowan had only made two feeble attempts at 
losing his pursuer. Once he rode for nearly a mile ina 
shallow stream, and Jed had to smile as he observed, 


not only the flipped over and horseshoe scarred rocks 
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and pebbles, but the man left the stream in such an 
obvious place a blind man could follow. The other 
attempt was to back track, then branch off into a heavy 
bed of pine needles. Jed said in astonishment, “Well, I 
sure couldn’t have heard you Rowan. But I certainly 
can see where you've been.” 

On the other hand, Jed had to give the man some 
credit. The short time he had to spend unraveling 
Rowan’s inadequate puzzles still set him back in time. 
He felt he had gained to within an hour. Now he was 
back to an hour and a half. 

Night was coming on again, but Bet was still 
strong, and Jed decided to continue on in a straight line 
and search for a campfire. If he came up with nothing, 
he could back track to the place he lost the trail at 
darkness, and begin again in the morning. 

Wrong! He thought with a flash of insight. 

“You dummy, Jedadiah,” he said to himself aloud. 
Then continued, “You just got through telling yourself 
that a truly good tracker out-thinks his quarry, so 


think!” 
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He knew as well as he sat his horse that Rowan was 
already on his way back to town. That’s how the man 
would think. He’d sucker me into following him into 
nowhere, then head back to commit some dastardly 
deed. 

As Jed spun his mount around and headed back to 
Santa Fe, he concluded. If I’m wrong, all I’ve lost is a 
night’s sleep and a little wear and tear on Bet and me. 
But if I’m right, Pll be waiting. 

Jed was certain the man would require sleep, 
as well as rest his horse. He knew he could sleep 
in the saddle, and the black beast could sleep in the 
stable, but not until then. He did not push Bet all that 
hard, and the magnificent steed remained more than 
accommodating. 

Sitting a saddle for two days gave Jed time to 
consider why Rowan was so dead set on destroying 
everything that he held sacred. They were never what 
you would call friends, even in the old days, but to 
the best of Jedadiah’s recollection, he’d never done 


the man a hurt, so why all this animosity? Just a mean 
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streak, he concluded, but if circumstances allowed, he 
vowed to ask. 

He caught catnaps in the saddle, so when he arrived 
in town on the night of the second day, he felt rested. 
Famished, but well rested. On his arrival in Santa Fe, 
Jed went immediately to the livery stable, cornered 
the youth in charge, and while currying the stud, gave 
instructions to the boy as to how to feed and tend to 
this particular animal. 

“You might feed the dog as well.” 

As the young man began to object, Jed said 
brusquely, “Just do it. Pll make it worth your while.” 

Before Jed left the stable, he donned his moccasins, 
and walked the streets of Santa Fe as quietly as a big 
cat. He approached the doctor’s office without applying 
stealth. What he didn’t need right now was to be shot 
by one of his own people, and there was little doubt in 
his mind that whoever was guarding his woman and 
the U.S. Marshal, would be nothing, if not vigilant. 

It happened that both Marble and Raul were 


watching out for Holly. Marble was on the front porch, 
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and informed a concerned Jedadiah, that Raul was 
posted at the rear of the building. This was a thing 
he had not considered, and was grateful for their 
resourcefulness. 

They were both red eyed, and had obviously been 
on duty since the day he left. Jed asked both of these 
tried and true friends, to give him a minute to look in 
on Holly, even at this late hour, then he would return 
and tell them both what he intended. Neither asked 
about Rowan, and Jed was thankful that he didn’t have 
to explain anything at this time. He did however; know 
that eventually both of these inquisitive individuals 
would bombard him with astute questions. 

The office door, like so many others in the west, 
was not locked. Jed entered and crept to the closed 
door, behind which he had left Holly Perkins. He knew 
he had not made a sound, but as he gently turned the 
knob to open the door just a crack, a voice stated in 


terms any fool could understand. 
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“If you're a friend, quit sneakin’ around and come 
on in. If you’re not. I sure as hell hope you’re ready to 
meet your maker.” 

“T’m sorry, Marshal,” Jed said. “I wasn’t testing 
you. I just didn’t want to wake either of you if you 
were sleeping.” 

“That sounds like the voice of a young man I trusted 
with a badge, who by posting guards both front and 
back, didn’t give me the same consideration.” 

As Jed opened the door and walked into the barely 
lighted room, he noticed Holly sleeping soundly, and the 
turned down kerosene lamp on a table by the Marshal, 
who was pointing not one, but two pistols at his head. 
Jed said, in a voice as contrite as he could manage, “‘It 
was not a lack of confidence. You both needed rest, 
and I only did what I did, to gain that end.” 

“Ah hell, I know that. Why are you back? And 
where’s that boy’s body?” 

‘What makes you think it’s not out there?” 

“Tt ain’t, and I know it. You figure he’s headed back 


here to finish the job?” 
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“That’s what I figure,” responded Jed. Then went 
on to say, “I see Rowan Andrews coming into town 
tomorrow bold as you please, and in broad daylight. 
Hell! Why not? He knows you’re either dead or out 
of commission, and he thinks I’m up in the mountains 
following a trail that he’s not at the end of. With both 
of us out of the way, there’s nobody in this town that 
can match him in a pistol dual. What do you think?” 

“I think you just made my day, sonny. When he 
walks into here, I’m going to blow him clean to hell.” 

Jed smiled, and said in a continued low voice so as 
not to wake Holly, “I love your tenacity, Marshal, and 
I’m sure you’ re capable of doing exactly what you say, 
but I have cause to want a small piece of this man’s 
action my own self. If you don’t object too strenuously, 
I plan to park my backside on the front porch.” 

While they spoke, the Marshal had dozed off, and a 
surprising voice entered the conversation. 

“He does that a lot,’ said Holly, “but if Rowan 
catches him when he’s awake, he’s going to be in big 


trouble.” 
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“Tm sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.” 

“I’ve been awake,” she said, while laughing softly. 
“Come over here and kiss me.” As he moved toward 
the woman that he loved, she continued, “if you can 
kiss this ugly, battered mug, I'll know in my heart that 
you truly love me, and not just a pretty face.” 

As Holly laughed quietly, Jedadiah kissed her 
soundly. 

As they broke off, Holly said, “Knobby came by and 
asked about Sam.” They were both quiet. Then Holly 
continued, “You know, | think that large, obnoxious 
man, was secretly in love with her.” 

“Stranger things have happened,” commented Jed. 
Thinking that Samantha Mack was certainly worth 
loving. 

Holly gave Jed a stern look that he recognized even 
in the dimly lit room. 

“IT owe Sam a great deal,” said Holly. Then went on 
without malice, “but I always thought that if I ever had 
any serious competition for you, it would have come 


from her.” 
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Jed made no comment, but instead kissed Holly 
again gently. 

“T’ve got a couple of dead tired guards outside. It’s 
almost daylight, and I need to relieve “em and send ‘em 
home.” 

As he stood, the Marshal commented from the next 
bed, “It’s about damn time, lovebirds.” 

Jed was chuckling softly as he left the room of the 
two invalids. Then he had to almost fistfight Marble 
and Raul to get them to abandon their guard duty and 
go home and get some sleep. 

The sun was rising on the Capital City of New 
Mexico when Jed took his seat in the old chair outside 
the door of the doctor’s office. For some unknown 
reason, Jed believed Rowan would come straight on, 
and did not bother with the back entrance. If the man 
was more devious than Jed expected, he could only 
hope the tenacious Marshal was as alert as he had been 
during the night. 

As hungry as Jedadiah was, you would have 


thought it would keep him awake, but even with the 
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rumbling in his tummy, Jed was seriously nodding as 
the sun reached it’s zenith. Still, it was probably the 
hunger, and Jed’s intention to do something about it, 
that alerted him to the approach of a large sombrero, 
and underneath it, a serape clad, indolent Mexican. 
Who just happened to be walking straight at him. 

Jed came fully awake and walked from the porch 
down the steps, to look right at the approaching 
Mexican. 

“That’s far enough, Rowan. Do you need time to 
doff your oversized hat and serape? I wouldn’t want 
you encumbered during the next few seconds.” 

The Mexican in the middle of the street stopped 
short, and with his left arm, brushed back a sombrero 
that slid to his back, while still hanging around his neck 
by a string, and Rowan looked puzzled. 

‘How'd you know?” 

Jed didn’t bother to explain that he recognized the 
man’s arrogant swagger. 

“It’s the middle of the day. You should be at 


siesta.” 
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Rowan laughed, and said, “You certainly were, or I 
wouldn’t have tried this. I was hoping I could just walk 
up and put a bullet in your brain, then go on in and 
finish my business.” 

Jed decided this was as good a time as any to ask 
the question that had been driving him crazy. 

‘Why? I mean, I know we were never friends, but 
why, after you killed me, would you still want to go in 
and kill Holly? What the hell’s she ever done to you?” 

“Just unfinished business,” responded a Rowan 
Andrews that had pulled back his serape to allow 
access to the gun hanging on his right hip. 

“T don’t believe that. There’s gotta be more to it.” 

Jed waited for the response he expected. Something 
like: “I don’t give damn what you think.” But was 
surprised when Rowan stated vehemently. 

“She caused me to kill the only person I ever 
loved. And you’re no damn better. I had it made here. 
I was pulling down loot from all the businesses as 
well as being on old Crusty’s payroll. You spoiled 


everything.” 
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Jed shook his head from side to side, without taking 
his eyes off the man standing poised in the main street 
of Santa Fe New Mexico. 

“You have a strange way of showing your affection. 
Hell! Man, I saw the bruises and the bullet hole.” 

Jed was taken back, when all of the sudden the ex- 
Marshal, ex-outlaw, asked gently, “You buried her?” 

Jed only nodded, thinking old doc is gonna have 
to take more lead out of me. This man is notoriously, 
rattlesnake quick. 

“You through asking questions?” asked Rowan. 

“I’m through. And I’m ready when you are.” 

“You'd think we’dhave a bigger audience, wouldn’t 
ya’? asked Rowan as he drew his gun. 

Jed had been ready all his life for somebody as fast 
and accurate as he was, and now turned to show as 
little target as possible, as he also pulled leather. 

Jed fired only twice, and watched the two small, 
insignificant puffs of dust that appeared on Rowan’s 
chest. In the meantime, he was absorbing lead. My 


God! He thought; the man must have emptied all six 
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cylinders. He watched as Andrews took a measly step 
backward, while he himself was blasted all the way up 
the steps and against the wall. 

Then came a thought, if/ die and he lives, people I 
care about will die right after I do. He attempted to raise 
his gun for a killing shot, but his arm would not move, 
and that damn bundle of insanity was still standing. He 
was staggering, but that was small compensation for a 
bullet riddled Jedadiah Bodine, who could think only 
of those he needed to save. 

You aren’t worth a damn, he thought about himself, 
as the light dimmed, then went out. Jed woke to find 
himself sharing a room with Holly and Doug Ryan. His 
first thought, as the doctor dug and probed around in 
him, was that, at least his father was not in one of the 
beds next to him. 

When he finally came fully alert, he hurt. Lord! He 
couldn’ t remember ever hurting so bad. The doctor was 
saying something, and Jed tried to concentrate on the 


man’s words, but they were meaningless, as he again 
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lost consciousness. The next time Jed came around, he 
asked no one in particular, but the room in general. 

“Damn! I hurt. Did I win or lose?” 

“You did just fine, son,” answered the Marshal in 
the bed next to him. “Now, hush, or you'll have Holly 
over there again tending to ya’. And God knows, she’s 
not nearly healed yet herself.” 

This time Jed retained consciousness, and turning 
his head to gaze at Doug, began to ask questions, when 
the Marshal interrupted. 

“T told you that doctor was a good one. Didn’t I tell 
ya’ that? He pulled more lead out of you than either 
one of us can afford on our Marshal’s and Deputy 
Marshal’s salary in a month.” 

Jed rolled his head back to look at the ceiling, and 
said in a whimper, “I don’t want to be a Deputy Marshal 
anymore. It hurts too bad.” 

Doug Ryan laughed, and then began to cough, got 
control, and said, “Ill make you a deal. You keep your 
blabbermouth daddy the hell outta here, and I'll take 
the badge back.” 
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Jed, with holes in every known part of his anatomy 
couldn’t help himself, and began to laugh. Then gasped 
at the pain he caused, then laughed some more, and 
before he could gain control, the Marshal went on, 
“And tell that damn fool. It’s “fish your chestnuts out 
of the fire” not, your chips out of the grease.” 

This time poor Jed went into hysterics, and Holly 
came running over to render aid. 

Jed faded in and out of consciousness for he 
knew not how long, but one day he woke feeling he 
might live, but so ravenous, it was questionable. As 
he turned to make conversation with Doug Ryan, he 
found that the Marshal, as well as Holly, was gone. 
At this point, the doctor entered and said something 
that made Jedadiah think the man was not seriously 
inconvenienced by an overabundance of brains. And 
decided he liked the man better when he lived in fear 
of the peerless, Nevada gunman. 

Before he had the opportunity to say something he 
knew he’d one day be sorry for, his mother, his father, 


Marble, Raul, Holly, Joan and even Knobby walked 
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into the room, followed by a once more cantankerous 
U.S. Marshal. 

Jedadiah was fed and pampered by every soul he 
knew, and at the end of two weeks, he got up, dressed, 
and walked outside, with a pestering doctor following 
on his heels, squawking the whole time about leaving 
his bed to soon, and how he wouldn’t be responsible. 

Jed half walked, half staggered to the Santa Fe 
Inn. Bellied up to the bar and ordered a beer and a raw 
steak. Knobby walked over with a “cat that ate the 
canary” grin. 

“T betcha I could whip you right now, tiger.” 

Before he fell over backwards, Raul and Marble 
grabbed an arm apiece, and virtually dragged Jedadiah 
to an empty table, sat him down, and just stared at 
him. 

“What?” he asked, looking from one to the other. 

“You just look so terrible,” answered Marble. 

“I feel like you looked when we first met,” 


commented a bone weary Jedadiah Bodine, then looked 
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up as Knobby brought his steak, a pot of coffee, and 
ample cups. 

Raul reached over and began to cut Jed’s steak into 
small portions, and Jed damn near came unglued. 

“What the hell are you doing?” questioned Jedadiah. 
Raul ignored his friend’s scolding, and continued to 
slice the invalid’s meat. Jed was worn to a frazzle, and 
eventually relented, and allowed Raul to cut up his 
steak. He had been forced to eat broth and soup for so 
long he was not about to jeopardize his first opportunity 
to partake of whole food. His first bite of this succulent 
morsel was to Jed, a small touch of heaven on earth. 
Then the rest of the gang, led by the busybody doctor, 
came sailing through the front door to further assail a 
munching, noncommittal Jedadiah Bodine. 

It was several weeks later, when a strong, well 
fed Jedadiah sat across a table from a fully recovered 
Holly Perkins, in a completely rebuilt hotel cafe of the 
now, Shannon Dominguez. It was time to discuss the 


future. 
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“I'd like you to be my wife,” Jed said tenderly. 
“We'll go to my ranch in Nevada, and live happily ever 
after. What do ya’ say?” 

“Are you going to let me ride all the way to Nevada 
in a buckboard?” 

“Anything you want,” said a thoroughly infatuated 
Jed Bodine. 

“Road apples!” Holly exclaimed. Jed looked at 
her in shock, as she continued without smiling, “I’m 
not about to go pussyfooting around Northern Nevada 
in some damned buckboard.” Jed had no idea how 
to respond, but it didn’t much matter. Holly was not 
through yet. “You damned fool,” she stated vehemently, 
while shaking her head from side to side. “You have a 
following that you are responsible for.” 

Jed noticed that his mouth had been hanging open, 
and now closed it, only to open it again to ask in 
astonishment, “What the hell does that mean?” 

Losing patience with this lovable hulk, Holly 
stated, “It means, that Shannon has sold her hotel for 


two thousand dollars, and Raul just brought in a bandit 
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for another two thousand dollars. Mister and Mrs. 
Marble Johnson have sold their barbershop, and a U.S. 
Marshal by the name of Douglas Ryan has proposed 
marriage to my dear mother, who by the way, has 
accepted, as well as selling the ranch. Your father has 
kept in contact with your and his new foremen, and 
everything is running smoothly on both ranches. We 
have bought the goods to pack along on the trip, and 
Doug has his transfer to Florida. Now, if you will stop 
mooning around like a lovesick cow, the rest of us are 
ready to head out tomorrow and solve the problems of 
a very dear friend of your father’s. Even your mother 
insists on coming along.” 

“Florida?” was all a dumbstruck Jedadiah could 
come up with. 

“Of course, Florida. Have you been listening to 
me?” asked an irate Holly Perkins. 

Jed stood, and impulsively moved around the table 
to lift a surprised Holly from her chair and hug her so 


hard it hurt. 
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“I love you,” he said as she snuggled even closer. 
And then over her shoulder, Jed mouthed silently, 


“Damn! Alligators!” 
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Jedadiah Bodine entered Santa Fe, New 
for trouble, which seemed to have becom 
trade. a 






His oe goal was to save a cattle ah 
owners, one of which was an old friend fe) 
and father. Jed’s dad always seemed to'sen 

to troubleshoot the family’s problers foe 





Jed was joined in this adventure by. ‘a 
almost as mean as he was, the towyt id 
: beautiful lady of the evening. : 





a His first meeting with Knobby, the local shifter ownes 
and Crusty the owner of the largest spread inthe 
territory, did not go at all well. After a vicious fistfight 
and several gun battles, all that was left was to save the 
ranch; not a simple matter.. a 
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